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PREFACE 


This book is an extended argument for materializing the study of religions. It 
seeks to establish its elaim by foeusing on seeing as embodied praetiees of 
engaging what it refers to as “the saered.” Saered moments, saered things, 
saered relations, saered bodies, saered persons. But what is the meaning of 
this Word and how shall we understand its relationship to things and feelings 
and bodies and seeing? I spend most of the time exploring how seeing 
performs religions aetion, or one might say how seeing eonstruets or enaets a 
situation ealled saered. But ean we agree on a single definition of saered or 
religión, one that will reasonably apply to the eonsiderable diversity of 
religions in human history? The problem with a universal definition of 
religión is that, as Talal Asad eontended, it tends inexorably to lift any 
religión out of its historieal situation: aetor X performed this ritual beeause it 
is human nature to do so and humans everywhere will evinee this aetivity.^ 
But deterministie historieism is no better: aetor X performed this ritual only 
beeause of the eireumstanees that led to that moment sueh that he or she eould 
not have done otherwise. 

The faet that human beings exhibit a remarkable genetie and biologieal 
uniformity means that it should not be surprising to find soeieties over great 
stretehes of time and distanee manifesting behavior that might be reasonably 
said to represent a reeurrent set of eoneems designated by the term religión. 
The designation is not based on eontent, but on a deseription of behavior. 
Ritual praetiee, priesthood, eommunities organized about eultie eelebration 
and eommemoration, individuáis and eommunities deploying objeets in 
eommeree with nonphysieal or superphysieal powers to aehieve desirable 
effeets, the eommunal designation of eertain persons, plaees, things, or times 
as speeial, or saered. We may justifiably eall sueh behavior “religious” as we 
eneounter it not beeause the term preseribes any eonsistent eontent or 
meaning, but beeause it warrants the expeetation to find pattems of related 



behavior shaped by the currents of time and place in that discrete culture and 
society. Doing so is analogous to an English speaker using the word village to 
ñame a small communal settlement in the ancient world no less than in the 
modem. What kind of village, how oíd it is, its location, purpose, 
constituents, ethos, and so forth remain entirely unnamed by the designation, 
and can only be adduced on the basis of careful historical examination. Daniel 
Dubuisson is probably right about “the propensity of the Western conscience 
and Western Science to conceive simultaneously the Other and the universal 
in terms of their own indigenous categories,” but surely calling a 
configuration of homes in ancient Persia a “village” and one in latter-day 
Montana by the same ñame is not necessarily an act of ahistorical 
Orientalism.^ 

A number of recent studies have criticized religión scholars for their 
discipline’s tradition of defining the word religión in a number of ways that 
project all manner of cultural hierarchies, ideological prejudices, and 
suppressed theology.^ I take the point as an important and relevant one to 
make. Clearly, scholars must be vigilan! in avoiding subtle importations in the 
terminology and methods they use. But I also hear the response from 
thoughtful critics of Daniel Dubuisson’s critique of religión pointing out that 
many scholars of religión are already “self-reflexive, aware of the ontological 
baggage that ‘religión’ travels with, and attuned to our use of language.”^ And 
in a characteristically incisivo essay on the defmition of religión as a “second- 
order, generic concept,” Jonathan Z. Smith has made the case quite 
compellingly that the term has been “created by scholars for their intellectual 
purposes and therefore is theirs to define.” Indeed, without doing so, he 
concludes, there “can be no disciplined study of religión.”^ 

But the problem with nomenclature persists. Smith once pointed out that 
“the Sacred” did not exist in the study of religión until Durkheim.^ A few 
years after Durkheim’s infiuential book, The Elementary Forms of Religious 
Life (1912), Rudolf Otto (and after him, Mircea Eliade) pressed the term to 
signify, in the summary description of Peter Berger, “a quality of mysterious 
and awesome power, other than man and yet related to him, which is believed 
to reside in certain objects of experience.”^ The word has become a synonym 
for the Transcendent, the Holy, the Numinous, the Real, the Divine, God. 
Once a term like that gets deployed on the shelves of popular bookstores, 
there’s no putting the genie back in the bottle. But perhaps we can agree here, 
in the context of an academic book that will never sit on those shelves, that 
sacred means something more circumscribed. 

While later writers transposed his coinage to a substantive definition of 
religión, Durkheim was less apt to do so. He wrote in The Elementary Forms 


of Religious Life that “Religious forces are in fact only transfigured collective 
forces, that is, moral forces; they are made of ideas and feelings that the 
spectacle of society awakens in us, not of sensations that come to us from the 
physical world.”^ This means that things are not themselves sacred. “The 
sacred beings,” he went on to assert, “are sacred only because they are 
imagined as sacred.” Humans must work to make the sacred. If they stop 
behaving as if something were sacred, it ceases to be so. The sacred character 
of things depends “on the thought of the faithfül who venerate them. The 
sacredness that defines them as objects of the cult is not given in their natural 
makeup; it is superadded to them by belief.”^ The sacred is not really any 
thing; instead, it is the differentiation of sacred from profane as collectively 
maintained by a group. And that difference, according to Durkheim, is 
ultimately social phenomena that have been “hypostatized and 
transfigured.”^® Marx would say “reified.” Feuerbach or Freud would say 
“projected.” But Durkheim did not presume religión was a form of false 
consciousness. The sacred was straightforwardly the natural result of social 
processes of contagious feeling generated by and invested in ritual and myth. 

Although he was not concemed with material culture, and conveyed little 
interest in scrutinizing the particular place of objects in ritual, Durkheim did 
not allow symbols to evapórate. In discussing the power of totems, he 
recognized the important role of the totemic emblem: “By expressing the 
social unit tangibly, it makes the unit itself more tangible to all.”^^ Collective 
representations congeal with the assistance of “tangible intermediarles” such 
as movement, which take a definite form and are “stereotyped” and acquire 
the status of a recognized Symbol. Symbols, he argued, are crucial because 
they stabilize evanescent “social feelings.” When the movements that express 
the shared feelings “become inscribed on things that are durable, then they too 
become durable. These things keep bringing the feelings to individual minds 
and keep them perpetually aroused.”^^ For this reason Durkheim urged 
against regarding symbols as “mere artífices—a variety of labels placed on 
ready-made representations to make them easier to handle. They are integral 
to those representations.”^^ The relation between “collective feelings” and 
“things” is not “purely conventional,” he insisted, because the connection was 
not the result of an arbitrary invention of an “individual consciousness,” but 
of the group. This was key for Durkheim because it meant that people 
encountered the Symbol as originating^rom beyond —^not in heaven or in time 
immemorial, but in the collective domain of social life. For that reason 
symbols commanded authority among people. The “transcendence” that 
mattered to Durkheim was the arch distinction between individual and 
collectivity. Individuáis did not make symbols; society did. “Thus, when we 
imagine them [social feelings] as emanating from a material object, we are 


not entirely wrong about their nature. Although they certainly do not come 
from the specific thing to which we attribute them, still it is tme that they 
origínate outside us. And although the moral foree that sustains the 
worshipper does not eome from the idol he worships or the emblem he 
venerates, still it is extemal to him; and he feels this. The objeetivity of the 
Symbol is but an expression of that extemality.”^^ The totemie figure is saered 
beeause it is the body of the power sustaining the person and his soeiety. But 
this power did not aetually exist as a god in his heaven. Mythology has no 
reality but a pragmatie one as a soeially useful fietion. It is the mask through 
whieh a soeiety peers baek at its members. One wishes Durkheim might have 
said more about this masking beeause it would have inereased attention to its 
material form, the images and objeets that perform so powerful a funetion as 
disguising the group’s manipulation of itself. 

The transfiguration, hypostatization, or masking of soeial forees in the 
figures of religious myth, ritual, and material eulture does well to avoid the 
reduetionism of deterministie explanations preeisely beeause the meehanies 
of saerality are very elusive. Why an image seems powerful to a person or 
group of people is something we may never fiilly explain. But that should not 
deter the seholar from proposing aeeounts that traee the history of power over 
time as it shapes and takes shape in historieal events. For me, this task has 
taken the form of foeusing on the visual fields that form relations among 
soeial aetors. The visual field shifts foeus from the Symbol, as Asad urged, to 
a eonfiguration of relations. Certainly Durkheim ean be read to have been in 
sympathy with this way of framing the totemie Symbol. Unfortunately, 
Clifford Geertz obseured the issue with a eonfusing treatment of symbol in his 
famous definition of religión, aptly eritieized by Asad. In his eritique. Asad 
nieely eonveys what I take to be the aim of visual fields, as I treat them in 
ehapter 3: “a symbol is not an objeet or event that serves to earry a meaning 
but a set of relationships between objeets or events uniquely brought together 
as eomplexes or as eoneepts, but having at onee an intelleetual, instrumental, 
and emotional signifieanee.”^^ A visual field in any given situation is, at least 
in part, the instantiation of a history of power relations. The saered is the 
experienee of seeing or being seen as eonfigured in a partieular gaze, whieh 
may be understood as a eurrent of feeling that fiows among the eomponents 
of a visual field. The one retuming the gaze, the souree of the gaze one 
avoids, the gaze one shares with others, the look one devotes to the saint, a 
look that expeets so mueh in retum—all these visual praetiees eonstrue 
relations that are saered beeause they embody relations that matter. They are 
forged in the eireumstanees of history and deployed in the soeial theatre 
where gods find visibility. The result is the saered. 

Robert Orsi has reeently stressed that religión is not about meaning but 


about relationships, materialization, and “making the invisible visible.This 
eomports elosely with what I have in mind by the visual eonstmetion of the 
saered, whieh artieulates an embodied relation with the saint or aneestor or 
nation or god. The médium of this relation is seeing, but not in most eases a 
pristine and distant form of eontemplation. The forms of seeing that I have 
explored here enfold the senses, feeling, and flesh into a visual médium to 
embody the saered in a variety of ways. To study seeing is to study 
embodiment as the mediation of the visible and invisible. 


The premise of this book is that seeing is not disembodied or immaterial and 
that visión should not be isolated from other forms of sensation and the soeial 
life of feeling. Images and the praetiees of viewing them belong to diserete 
ways of seeing that perform the soeial eonstmetion of the saered. How does 
that happen? Gazes or visual fields, of whieh there are many, engage the 
human body as an interfaee with other bodies—^bodies of other people, things, 
and images, and through them interfaee with soeial bodies, or the groups that 
individuáis inhabit as an integral aspeet of their identities. Human beings are 
bodies of flesh and of soeial fabrie bound in intrieate eonversation with one 
another. These are eulture’s two bodies, whieh is the ñame of the book’s flrst 
set of ehapters. Bodies of flesh are eultural eonstmetions no less than the 
soeial bodies to whieh people adhere and against whieh they stmggle. As with 
a fleshly eorpus, belonging to a soeial body means sensuously experieneing 
the World through it. Vision is one médium whereby people engage in 
embodiment, the proeess of imagining oneself as an individual as well as 
belonging to a eorporate body. Embodiment is not a eondition, but a proeess, 
and it eontributes powerfully to religious life by joining people in 
eommunities of feeling. Shared praetiees of hearing and tasting, eolleetive 
memory eonveyed in bodily praetiees sueh as kneeling, bowing, and enduring 
pain, and gazing upon images exereise the flesh and bone of the soeial bodies 
that stmeture religious life. 

The viseeral eonneetions among bodies that seeing enables will oeeupy my 
attention from beginning to end. Chapter 1 eonsiders the many ways in whieh 
visión has been abstraeted from the somatie or fleshly body and how the study 
of seeing has been dominated by a singular eoneeption of “the gaze” keyed to 
shame. It is important to aeknowledge what is useful in this tradition of 
thought, but also to move far beyond it in order to open up the mueh larger 
range of gazes. Chapter 2 examines the relationship of images and bodies at 
the important juneture of the Renaissanee, where older modes of devotional 
visión and imaging operated in the work of Albreeht Dürer along side new 
ways of making pietures and training artists to see. Chapter 3 eonsiders how 



the sacred happens visually in the mediation of several components that 
comprise what I cali gazes or visual fields. I outline a number of these, 
arguing that it is these that form the interfaee of eulture’s two bodies, somatie 
and soeial. Chapter 4 brings the first half of the book to a elose by 
serutinizing the relationship between images and the faee in the evolving and 
powerful eategory of the icón, a historieal legaey of Christianity that has 
survived in the módem, seeular domain of advertising and eommeree. 

In the seeond part of the book, “The Senses of Belief,” I explore how 
seeing is a soeial médium that draws on the relationship of seeing with other 
forms of sensation. Belief is a term that long dominated the Protestant 
Christian aeademie study of religión with a strong set of ideas that dwelled on 
the priority of dogmas, doetrines, eonfessional statements, and offieial texts. 
An important range of studies by anthropologists and religión seholars over 
the last few deeades has thoroughly eritiqued this approaeh and even invoked 
a taboo on the word belief. I endorse the eritique, but not the taboo. I have 
argued elsewhere for materializing belief as a sedimentation of praetiee.^^ 
That approaeh underlies the ease studies eomprising the seeond half of this 
book. My argument is that belief is as elose to sensation as it is to intelleetion, 
and I seek to show how deeply pattems of belief are planted in sensory, 
intuitive, and felt-life. 

The ehapters in part 2 seek to eorreet in their own way the long-standing 
tendeney to isolate visión from the other senses. Eaeh ehapter foeuses on 
seeing and another domain of the sensorium—^touehing, feeling, hearing, and 
the preearious nature of apparitions, visions, and dreams. Chapter 5 traees the 
history of the Saered Heart of Jesús as an image of an objeet in whieh toueh 
and seeing are intimately intertwined. Chapter 6 follows the modem history 
of sympathy as a powerful, visually aetive médium in the formation of 
eommunities of feeling. Chapter 7 seeks to reeover the plaee of the body in 
Protestant worship by looking at the ways in whieh hearing is enhaneed by 
body gesture. And the final ehapter attempts to expand the remit of visual 
eulture studies by eonsidering how images are a fundamental part of the 
integration of visions, dreams, and apparitions into religious life. As 
immaterial as sueh phenomena may be, they are hosted, aeeessed, 
remembered, eonfessed, and adored visually and somatieally in images, 
praetiees, and plaees that engage human bodies with one another and with 
anything else that touehes them in the register of the soeial life of feeling. 
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PART ONE 

Culture’s Two Bodies 



CHAPTER 1 


Vision and Embodiment 


Seeing is powerful among humans and many higher mammals in part because 
it is a primary médium of social life. Communal relations are established and 
sustained in different kinds of looks—shy glances, bold stares, rapt gazes, or 
averted eyes interpret an encounter, confirm a relationship, or signal an 
intention with visceral forcé. Vision reveáis authority and weakness, charisma 
and stigma, compassion and aggression, and a host of other dispositions. 
Seeing collaborates with gesture, movement, touch, sound, and facial 
expression to form the sensory basis of human communication. Vision also 
helps maintain social relations by linking individuáis to the groups or social 
bodies that comprise their society—class, kin, tribe, ethos, folk, nation, 
monastic order, elect, redeemed, and damned. 

Because seeing is such a powerful social sense, there is sometimes a 
tendency to characterize one of its most brutal features, shame, as the 
dominant tone of visión. That is because shame and shaming are very 
effective ways in which human beings deal with one another. Shame easily 
establishes pecking order and etches primary distinctions such as good and 
evil, powerful and weak, puré and impure, right and wrong. Shaming is a 
visual procedure, a way of looking; and being ashamed is a way of being 
seen, a way of appearing. This dual aspect of shame is clear in a nineteenth- 
century illustration (fíg. 1), which appeared in a very popular schoolbook and 
captures every child’s horror at being singled out for reprobation by teacher 
and peers.^ The dunce must wear the large conical hat, derived from the 
headgear once wom by subjects of the Inquisition. The hat invites the 
shaming gaze of the group, whose concerted look sets off the boy for special 
odium. He is stricken by the look and desperately avoids the gaze by covering 
his eyes. The boy is reduced to the object of their collective stare. He is “the 
dunce,” a role prescribed by a social script enacted in the stare. The gaze 



defines him; all he ean do is to refuse to be seen. He is “a sad, sad sight,” as 
the lesson deseribes him, trapped in front of the elass. And there is no eseape 
—^unless he repents and seeks the approval of the others, whereby he may be 
reineorporated into the group. Only the appropriate penance will seeure his 
freedom from the penitentiary gaze of the others. When that happens, he will 
eease to be the objeet of the look of shame, remove the damning hat, and take 
up another way of seeing and being seen, whieh will redefíne him as a 
member of the soeial body of his eommunity in the elassroom. 


LESSON LX 
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0, what a sad, sad sight i.s this! A 
boy wiili a dunce-c*ap on his liead! 

Wliy does lie stand there, in front of 
the sch(K)iy VVliut has he done? 

He is a bad boy. He talks and laughs 
in seh(M)l. lie loves to be i-dle, and does 
not learn liis Íes-son. 

FIGURE 1. Dunce, McGuffey s New First Eclectic Reader, by Wm. H. McGuffey. New York: American 
Book Company, 1885. Photo: author. 

There is no doubting the power of the gaze of shame. Anyone who has 
experieneed it knows its foree. We shall examine other examples of it in this 
ehapter, but my intention is to show how unsatisfaetory it will be as the 
singular model for the study of visión as eulturally eonstrueted. 




Unfortunately, the monolithic study of visión as “the gaze” has reduced 
seeing to shaming or being shamed. The aim in this chapter is to open the 
book with an argument for expanding the range of study to look for a broader 
basis on whieh to study seeing. 


To see is to see from the eireumstanee of a body. Not just one’s own, 
biologieal or somatie body, but also any eneompassing eorpus sueh as a 
gathering of worshippers. This suggests that to look for a point of view is to 
look for a body from whieh, or in whieh to see. Seeing is the aet of 
embodiment, taking a position in a body—one’s own or the shared boundaries 
of a soeial eorpus. In either ease, people make or maintain a body by 
affirming its eomposition and lineaments. In the ease of the soeial body, they 
stand in relation to others, sharing some aspeet of eommon features and 
maintaining the perimeter of the group. The body is the médium of visión. 
Plaeement within a eorpus is also individual in the ease of the body one 
inhabits. Colleetive or individual, a body is a bounded set of members that 
Work together to endure, a system of interdependeneies, an enelosure with a 
homeostatie foree of eoherenee, a strueture that displays itself as a publie 
surfaee eoneealing an interior, a body with a faee that has the ability to reveal 
the unseen depth. The faee of the somatie body is a riehly eommunieative 
zone. Likewise, the faee of the soeial body is a densely semantie stereotype or 
Symbol—think of familiar faees of soeial bodies sueh as the stereotypes of an 
immigrant group or Unele Sam as the totemie representation of the Ameriean 
people.^ 

Human soeieties eonsist of many bodies, groups sueh as families, 
neighborhoods, eities, regions. Also elubs, assoeiations, institutions, elasses, 
religious denominations, professions, ethnieities, raees. Eaeh is a kind of 
eommunity, demareated by a soeial boundary. To belong to the eommunity 
means to look a eertain way. There are two different but related senses to this. 
In the first instanee, one bears eertain eharaeteristies in appearanee—style of 
dress, aeeoutrements, behavior, gesture, eolor of skin. In the seeond instanee, 
one regards others and the world about one with a eharaeteristie look. In the 
first sense one is seen; in the seeond one does the looking. Sometimes the 
médium of visión is visible; sometimes it is the means of doing the seeing and 
beeomes as invisible as a lens one looks through. This dual meaning suggests 
that one belongs to a soeial body by virtue of what one looks like and how 
one sees the world. One bears on one’s body the signs of partieipation in the 
soeial body and one inhabits this body by seeing with its eyes, smelling with 
its olfaetion, feeling with its fingers and flesh. The faet that human beings are 
always seer and seen, agent and the objeet of visión, means that the individual 



human body is not only a discrete biological unit, but also a médium, an 
interface, the way we participate in bodies larger than our own. But separating 
the two aspects of seeing, ignoring their intímate connection, is what a fuller 
account of visuality should seek to correct. 

In the case of social bodies, individuáis do the seeing, but they are looking 
with eyes not entirely their own when they gaze upon the world with visual 
practices they share with other members of the group. The idea of a social 
body is compelling because I am strongly inclined to understand religions as 
communities of feeling or sentiment that are held together by shared forms of 
intuition, imagination, and body practices. But this does not mean that 
members of most groups walk in locked step. Those who belong to the same 
club or family, for example, don’t feel or see identically. But they do share an 
ethos drawn from common formation in such things as speaking, eating, 
throwing, dressing, sitting, running, waving or looking. Members of a group 
also share history, ideology, and economic interests. My intention is to 
understand how they also share ways of seeing. Doing so is importan! for this 
study, which argües that visual practice is a powerful form of social 
embodiment. Seeing is vital precisely because it sitúales viewers within social 
confígurations of power. I do not mean this in a deterministic sense, though 
indeed the effect of seeing in certain ways can be overwhelming, subjecting 
the viewer to a commanding set of circumstances, as we shall see. But 
adopting other points of view can also empower the viewer with sympathy for 
others, move one to moral intervention, provoke the will to resistance, inspire 
protection for the weak, compassion for the poor, admiration for some, scom 
for others. Understanding how an act of seeing mobilizes people by situating 
them within the compelling social body of a community that is animated by a 
common ethos has everything to do with understanding how seeing constructs 
the sacred in visual practices and images. 

THE DISCIPLINED EYE: DISTANCE AND THE EYES OF OTHERS 

It is not difficult to observe that human beings commonly chango what and 
how they see by modifying the State of their bodies. They do so by relying on 
visual practices that discipline or restrain the eye-brain network in order to 
idealizo or conceptualize what or how they see, which may mean purifying, 
rationalizing, or spiritualizing the object. Vision is made to defer to 
measurement or technical calculation or the use of special instruments; or it is 
guided by the rhetoric or technique or style of diagrams, drawings, x-rays, 
magnetic resonance imaging, or other special imaging devices. Or visión may 
be conditioned by ascetic disciplining of the body such as meditation, fasting, 
yogic exercise, sweat lodges, or narcotics. In every case, the body is modifíed 



in order to enhance, deepen, restrain, or purge how the eye-brain system 
Works. As one philosopher has noted, “no matter how sophisticated our 
abstractions become, if they are to be meaningful to us, they must retain their 
intímate ties to our embodied modes of eoneeptualization and reasoning. We 
ean only experienee what our embodiment allows us to experienee.”^ 

The history of philosophy offers one of the oldest praetiees of diseiplining 
visión. In a telling etymology, William Barrett onee pointed out “the Greek 
ideal of detachment as the path of wisdom” was expressed in the faet that the 
Word theory derived from the verb theatai, “whieh means to behold, to see, 
and is the root of the word theater.” Barrett eontended that in a theater “we are 
speetators of an aetion in whieh we ourselves are not involved.”"^ Theater and 
theory eonsist of eontemplation, or seeing at a distanee. He wished to make 
the point that Greek philosophers advoeated detaehment or dispassionate 
distanee from the senses for the exereise of reason. In The Symposium, 
Soerates portrayed the quest of the lover of wisdom as a graduated removal 
from the senses, elimbing up a ladder of love that began with sexual desire for 
beautiful boys but ended in the desire to gaze upon the puré Idea of Beauty.^ 
Soerates’ guru, the priestess Diotima of Mantinea, drew a strong distinetion 
between mortal body and divine idea when she eelebrated “the felieity of the 
man who sees absolute beauty in its essenee, puré and unalloyed, who, instead 
of a beauty tainted by human flesh and eolour and a mass of perishable 
rubbish, is able to apprehend divine beauty where it exists apart and alone. 

The desire to idealizo seeing is evident in the modem era.^ The aseent to 
divine goodness was visualized by Amerieans early in their nation’s history in 
a very different image—^the emblem on the verso of the Great Seal (fíg. 2), 
whieh is today found on the baekside of the Ameriean dollar bilí. The 
pyramid, Masonie deviee and Symbol of stepped aseent to wisdom and moral 
perfeetion, eulminates in the disineamate eye of the deity, whose effulgenee 
shows benevolently on the new nation’s enterprise. The motto, annuit coeptis, 
announees the providential blessing of the unseen but all-seeing deity. Its aet 
of seeing issued favor, promising Amerieans that an abundant and felieitous 
fiiture awaited. The looming eye preserved God’s invisibility or supreme 
othemess, suggesting that virtue was the only proper approaeh to the godhead 
just as Soerates insisted that dialeetie was the singular means of beholding the 
ideas of divine thought. 

If we are to believe Plato’s aeeount of him, Soerates disparaged the bodily 
senses and the representations that appealed to them with the single- 
mindedness that also eharaeterizes Jewish, Islamie, and Calvinist anxieties 
about images and idolatry. Judging from The Republic, Soerates did not 
assoeiate “theory” with “theater.” Indeed, he rued the power of the Greek 


theater’s embodied nature of seeing. The experience of the body and the sway 
of its aesthetic knowing was never far from the audienee of a Greek tragedy, 
espeeially if we bear in mind Aristotle’s elaim that tragedy purges an audienee 
of its pent up fears and anxieties. Think of the gory seene of the blind and 
bloodied King Oedipus appearing eenter stage through the oeular gates of the 
palaee: 

... The doors are opening. 

Yes, you shall see a sorry spectacle 
That loathing caiinot choose but pity.^ 

Sophoeles arranged the seene to mimie the strueture of an opening eye: the 
audienee is eued by a east member to behold the sightless, mutilated man, 
who appears through the aperture of the stage setting. Oedipus is blind, but 
the audienee is not, and is drawn inexorably to gaze upon the horror of his 
fate. The viewer was not meant to regard the humiliated king dispassionately, 
but with pathos. It goes without saying that Sophoeles orehestrated a moment 
of high drama that was anything but dispassionate. Yet Barrett was eorreet in 
reeognizing the detaehment of mueh Greek philosophy. Reason was powerful 
for Soerates preeisely beeause he deployed it to eurb the darker elements of 
the soul that Homer and Sophoeles stirred turbulently. 



FIGURE 2. James Trenchard, “The Reverse of the Great Seal of the United States,” engraved for The 
Columbian Magazine, September 1786. Courtesy of the Library of Congress. 

Although seeing is sometimes detached, it is also often deeply passionate. 
If we contémplate some events with lofty disinterest, on other oeeasions we 
experienee an intense empathy for someone’s stmggle; or a violent revulsión 
at someone’s deed. The power of seeing resides in the eompelling eonneetion 
it forges between ourselves and whatever we behold. But no matter how 
detaehed we wish to be, the very repression of feeling is itself an embodied 
aet. The stiffened gesture, the passive demeanor—dispassion is eouehed in 
the body. Seeing eonstrues all manner of relations but on every oeeasion the 
aet of looking is a bodily one. 

Take, for example, those instanees in whieh seeing is unbearable, moments 
when we bury our eyes or tum sharply away in order to avoid the sight of 
something disturbing. If I am embarrassed or humiliated, if I’ve been eaught 

















committing an error, even if I merely stumble while strolling on the sidewalk, 
I am likely to avoid the gaze of an onlooker. Why? Perhaps beeause in that 
moment of loss of self-eontrol I see myself with another’s eyes. By avoiding 
the look of the other I presume to vanish, to sink into invisibility, and thereby 
to remove the stigma of the gaze of judgment and to regain a sense of self- 
possession. To see myself being seen, to look into the shaming eyes of the 
other is to suffer the loss of esteem. To see myself being seen under these 
eireumstanees ean be exerueiating beeause I beeome painfully aware that in 
some sense I am inferior to the one looking at me. Yet I am not eondemned to 
this fate if the other exeuses my faux pas. In that ease, I reeover myself and 
retum the gaze with an affirming one of my own. Seeing is able to reestablish 
my eountenanee with a look of esteem. But if that does not happen, I may 
ehoose to msh off into the oblivion of being unseen and there reeover some 
form of self-presenee. 

The aetive and passive eoupling of seeing and being seen eaptures two 
interrelated bodies of visión—the somatie and the soeial. Culture’s two 
bodies, as I have ealled them. Human visión is eminently, perhaps always 
soeial, given the expressive nature of the faee. Look is what I do and what 
others do toward me. We see with the same aspeet of the body on whieh we 
rely for eommunieating with others. I see and I am seen by others. In the ease 
of being seen, I feel others seeing me—it may be a look of admiration, of 
eontempt, of shame or a petition for assistanee. Whatever the look, I feel my 
objeethood, in the toueh of their look on my flesh. Variously apprehended, I 
am able to imagine myself from the outside, to intuit or envision myself from 
beyond, as if my eyes separated from my body, joined another, and tumed 
from that distanee to behold me. This is a kind of reembodiment, where my 
objeetifieation results in an altered sense of embodiment. 

In faet, there are several different visually aetivated ways in whieh 
reembodiment oeeurs and it is important to enumérate them for the sake of 
elarifying how visión works. We have already noted the first, moral judgment 
or discernment, as a visual apprehension represented in extremis in the 
Oedipal aet of extinguishing the eyes that eondemn him by removing his own. 
On a more praetieal level, Adam Smith brilliantly explained moral self- 
govemment in oeular terms. In The Theory of Moral Sentiments (1759) Smith 
elaimed that “our first ideas of personal beauty and deformity are drawn from 
the shape and appearanee of others, not from our own.” But we quiekly leam, 
he added, “that others exereise the same eritieism upon us. We are pleased 
when they approve of our figure, and are disobliged when they seem to be 
disgusted.”^ Beauty and ugliness, aeeording to Smith, the eapaeity for 
attraetion and repulsión, are not personally generated, but originally 
interaetive or soeial eonstruetions. We leam of our soeial deployment from 


our interaction with others. We then tum to examine ourselves, Smith 
reasoned, in order to test what others have impressed upon us: “We examine 
our persons limb by limb, and by plaeing ourselves before a looking-glass, or 
by some sueh expedient, endeavour, as mueh as possible, to view ourselves at 
the distance and with the eyes of otherpeople.”^^ 

On this quest for self-knowledge based on the response of others, Smith 
built his eoneeption of the operation of human sympathy, or fellow feeling. 
The origin of moral awareness or eonseienee parallels our sense of beauty and 
deformity in Smith’s aeeount: we refleet on how mueh we deserve the 
“eensure or applause” of others and so proeeed to examine “our own passions 
and eonduet.” It works like this: “We suppose ourselves the speetators of our 
own behaviour, and endeavour to imagine what effeet it would, in this light, 
produee upon us. This is the only looking-glass by whieh we ean, in some 
measure, with the eyes of other people, serutinize the propriety of our own 
eonduet.”^ ^ The image in this moral mirror looks at us with the eyes of others. 
It is a self-examination eondueted from the position of the other. One might 
say that the mirror image is “us” looking at me. It is the ehorus of the Greek 
tragedy eonversing with the Oedipal self. For Smith the look of the other 
beeame integrated into the self as the basis of eonseienee and the human 
eapaeity to feel the pain and travail of others. The look of the other is the 
basis of sympathy or human soeiality: 

When I endeavour to examine my own eonduet, when I endeavour to pass sentence upon it, and either 
to approve or condemn it, it is evident that, in all sueh cases, I divide myself, as it were, into two 
persons; and that I, the examiner and judge, represent a character from that other I, the person whose 
eonduet is examined into and judged of. The ñrst is the spectator, whose sentiments with regard to my 
own eonduet I endeavour to enter into, by plaeing myself in his situation, and by considering how it 
would appear to me, when seen from that particular point of view. The second is the agent, the person 
whom 1 properly cali myself, and of whose eonduet, under the character of a spectator, 1 was 
endeavouring to form some opinión. 

Moral discemment was a way of seeing with “the eyes of other people,” 
suggesting that the self was enlarged by an imaginative aet of disembodied 
visión, transeending its own interests and integrating itself into a soeial fabrie 
of duties and expeetations by virtue of seeing itself as others see it. 

Abstraction is a seeond way in whieh seeing undergoes a kind of trans- 
embodiment. Plato eonveyed this in deseribing Soerates’ subordination of the 
sensory faeulty of visión to intelleetual visión that grasps the Ideas, the truly 
real substanee of divine thought. Abstraetion is the epistemologieal proeedure 
of separating essenees from aeeidents, differentiating general and partieular. If 
I wish to diseuss the nature of horses, I talk about the horse and do not mean 
this or that horse, but the entire elass of horses, what Soerates meant by the 
“idea” of horse, or horseness. As a form of eontemplation, abstraetion 
separates idea from body in what it sees, but in so doing also distanees the 


seer from what she contemplates, suggesting the remóte eonseiousness of the 
eogito, that disembodied thinking thing that René Deseartes elassieally 
deseribed as something distinet from the body in whieh it resides. Here the 
etymologieal derivation of theory from theater that Barrett noted eomes fully 
into play. Theoretieal thought is eontemplative, speeulative refleetion: visión 
that gazes from afar. 

Akin in some respeets to abstraetion is a third eategory, mystical and 
aesthetic contemplation. Both of these lift the viewer eestatieally beyond 
immediate eorporeal eireumstanees to inhabit a self-transeending form of 
visión. In art and nature aesthetie experienee is able to elevate observers 
above themselves. At least, this is one way of defining “aesthetie” experienee 
that has eommanded eonsiderable attention sinee the eighteenth eentury. It 
hinges on disinterestedness, that is, the disengagement of eertain aspeets of 
embodiment. One does not foeus on the satisfaetion of bodily desires as the 
end, but on the pleasure of eontemplative absorption in the objeet of 
disinterested eontemplation. By virtue of this denial of self-interest, one is 
alienated from an aspeet of oneself and made free to regard an objeet 
otherwise. Ralph Waldo Emerson provides a powerfül example of 
eontemplation that is both mystieal and aesthetie in the opening pages of 
Nature (1836). Walking in the woods, he says, allows him to eseape the 
distraetions of soeial life: 

Standing on the bare ground—my head bathed by the blithe air and uplifted into infinite space—all 
mean egotism vanishes. I become a transparent eyeball; I am nothing; I see all; the currents of the 
Universal Being circuíate through me; I am part or parcel of God. The ñame of the nearest friend sounds 
then foreign and accidental: to be brothers, to be acquaintances, master or servant, is then a trifle and a 
disturbance. I am the lover of uncontained and immortal beauty. In the wildemess, I fmd something 
more dear and coimate than in streets or villages. In the tranquil landscape, and especially in the distant 
line of the horizon, man beholds somewhat as beautifiil as his own nature. ^ ^ 

Here mystieal and aesthetie experienee intermingle. Beauty, God, and Self 
appear as versions of one another. A eontemporary reader ereated a delightful 
earieature of Emerson’s passage (fíg. 3), in whieh we see the writer’s 
grotesque form as a giant eyeball, floating over the rural landseape on long, 
stilt-like legs, supported by a body shriveled to a ghostly whisper, the merest 
aeeession to materiality by the looming orb of puré eonseiousness. This 
versión of the disembodied eye eaptures the human longing to transeend 
soeiality, but also a kind of self-transeendenee that reduees the body to an 
ethereal apparatus. Emerson aimed at a liberation of the mind for a loftier 
form of self-eommunion, one purged of soeial obligations, distilled of 
egotism and self-interest, a State of being in whieh soul and Soul merge. 

Another form of visual reembodiment that should be outlined here may be 
ealled extensión beeause it eonsists of projeeting the body beyond its organie 
limits in aets of observation that rely on a mediating apparatus or teehnology. 


The device for tracing objects illustrated by Albrecht Dürer, discussed in the 
next chapter (see fig. 9) is a good example of technique or technology 
intervening between the seer and seen to transpose both to a meehanieal or 
eybemetie body of seeing. In some sense, the eye is augmented by a lens or 
protoeol that arrests the body, separating it from the thing seen in a proeess of 
objeetifieation. Seientifie observation is perhaps the most immediate example. 
Oeular deviees sueh as teleseopes, mieroseopes, eameras, or magnetie 
resonanee imaging maehines make visible something distant or tiny or 
hidden. 

A final and related mode of seeing, objectivization, relies on protoeols of 
observation that restriet the observer’s interaetion with the object of study as 
if the observer were present only at the remóte distanee of seeing. The 
medieal seientist studies human “subjeets” who are eoded with numbers. 
Their personal identities are masked. Joumalists eover stories exereising 
reportorial objeetivity. And the effeet of ideology is no less objeetifying. The 
“body eounf ’ of enemies is morbidly objeetive. Enemy dead are nameless and 
faeeless, referred to only as foes, enemy eombatants (only “our dead” have 
faees, whieh appear as offieial portraits in media reports). Propaganda 
operates in the same way, redueing opponents to stereotypes and raeial 
eliehés. Ideologieal ways of seeing aet as eultural lenses that distanee us from 
what we see by subjugating our eyes to the manipulative views of ideology. 

These forms of visual serutiny variously induee self-alienation, self- 
transeendenee, or the eaneellation of visión in one register in order to see in 
another. Or we might say, they eaneel seeing for oneself in order to replaee it 
with being seen by another. In diseemment, abstraetion, eontemplation, 
extensión, and objeetivization, one strives to see objeetively, not subjeetively, 
that is, to subordinate one’s bodily and personal or otherwise idiomatie 
interests in order to regard an objeet—one’s own self, another person, a work 
of art, a mieroorganism—^with a look one does not eontrol. It is almost 
eertainly true that this ideal of objeetivity is deeply interested. Behind it may 
be eoneealed a variety of desires and aims that are anything but dispassionate. 



FIGURE 3. Christopher Pearse Cranch, Caricature of Ralph Waldo Emerson as “transparent eyeball,” 
1838, drawing on paper. Christopher Pearse Cranch Illustrations of the New Philosophy (MS Am 1506 
—4). Houghton Library, Harvard University. 

The larger matter to recognize is that even in subjugating one’s interests, 
seeing in one form or another is a practice that integrates two corporeal 
registers: the body of the individual and the body of the group. An example 
will make the point. In his youthful eompilation, Rules of Civility, the teenage 
Virginian aristoerat George Washington assembled a eode of eonduet, drawn 
ífom Freneh sourees, befitting a gentleman. Rule 37 reads: “In speaking to 
men of quality do not lean ñor look them full in the face, ñor approaeh too 
near them. At least keep a full paee from them.”^"^ Soeial station was 
registered in the look one gave the other. Mode of address was not only 
oeular, but thoroughly eorporeal, as the eode demonstrates: the informality of 
leaning and the familiarity of proximity were the bodily analogues of looking 
the superior other “full in the faee.” For Washington, soeial order and 




harmony depended on the observanee of a eode eneouraging self-inspeetion. 
Civility was the médium and foundation of a republie, a kind of self-applied 
diseipline. Republiean gentility meant submitting oneself to the templates of 
soeial imaging. Self-indulgenee was rigorously subordinated to the strietures 
of gentlemanly eonduet. “Good form” trumped individual interest beeause it 
meant one belonged to the soeial body of the genteel elass. 

Seeing, I have wished to suggest, happens in tándem with the entire body 
of the seer. But if emending the State of the body ehanges visión, the 
importanee given the sense of sight among human beings also enables the 
reverse: ehanging pattems of seeing not only affeets the body of the seer, but 
also, I shall argüe in ehapter 3, shifts eonseiousness from the somatie body to 
the register of the soeial body, the eorpus of the group. But there remains 
mueh to say about the bodily eontext of visión and how seeing has been 
studied. Many at work in visual studies have presupposed a model of visión in 
whieh shame is the areh orientation of seeing. This is implieit in the sharp 
distinetion between look as foreeful aet and look as the passive objeet of being 
seen. To be sure, shame is a powerfül motive in human relations, and is used 
by parents, teaehers, priests, and other authorities to shape behavior and 
attitudes among ehildren as well as adults. It is important, therefore, to 
examine this orientation of the visual eneounter of people in order both to 
understand it and to be able to move beyond its singular fix on the study of 
visual eulture. Shame, as we shall note, marks the end of seeing, whieh is a 
eireumstanee that suits those averse to visión as untrustworthy, dangerous, or 
misleading. Shame is the State of seeking invisibility, the longing to avoid 
being the objeet of visión. But if we want to know how seeing operates in 
other respeets in religious praetiee, a more eapaeious view of visual 
eneounters will prove indispensable. 

The various modes of visual reembodiment that we have quiekly surveyed 
ehasten or diseipline the self, even resulting in self-erasure, and are propelled 
by shame of one sort or another, or a sense that the body must be repressed or 
eontrolled in order to see properly. This is a prevalent way of analyzing visión 
among seholars of art, film, and popular imagery. Shame undeniably 
eommands a powerfül soeial utility, but it is inadequate as a broad basis for 
understanding visuality. The remainder of this ehapter and the next two will 
seek to demónstrate this and to establish a more eneompassing seheme for 
studying visual eulture. 

SHAME: PUBLIC SPECTACLE AND THE END OF VISION 

The power of the eye is dramatieally demonstrated by extreme instanees that 
tum on destroying it: putting out the eyes when seeing is said to be 


unbearable or unacceptable. The end of visión arises in shame, an emotion 
that commands enormous social effect. The Cospel of Matthew transmits a 
grimly puritanical but ironically spectacular teaching of Jesús: “And if your 
eye causes you to stumble, tear it out and throw it away; it is better for you to 
enter life [after death] with one eye than to have two eyes and to be thrown in 
to the hell of fire” (18:9). I remember feeling relieved as a boy when a 
biblical commentary assured me that this was an instance of “oriental 
hyperbole.” Jesús didn’t really mean what he said. He was simply 
exaggerating in order to signal the solemnity with which his followers were 
expected to comport themselves. But since Origen had been able to wrangle 
the passage into justifying the surgical removal of another, no less precious 
part of his body, lest he be tempted to sin with it, my relief was not complete. 
Jesús relies on a repulsive spectacle to underscore the urgency of membership 
in the social body of the kingdom of heaven. Seeing with only one eye meant 
seeing with the transformed visión of the blessed. 

An even more gruesome and sensational example offers more text to work 
with than the gnomic utterance ascribed to Jesús. Was it similarly hyperbolic 
for Oedipus to puncture his eyes with the golden brooches plucked from the 
breast of his dead mother and wife? If Jesús could settle for one, Oedipus 
demanded both eyes, then accounted for the grisly deed: 

How could I meet my father beyond the grave 
With seeing eyes; or my unhappy mother, 

Against whom I have committed such heinous sin 
As no mere death could pay for? Could I still love 
To look at my children, begotten as they were begotten? 

Could I want to see that pretty sight? 

To see the towers of Thebes, her holy images, 

Which I, her noblest, most unhappy son 

Have forbidden myself to see—^having commanded 

All men to cast away the ofifence, the unclean, 

Whom the gods have declared accursed, the son of Laius, 

And, having proved myself that branded man, 

Could I want sight to face this people’s stare?^^ 

The chorus had opined that death was preferable to blindness, suggesting that 
death might have offered an end to dishonor, while blindness only prolonged 
his humiliation. But Oedipus insisted the punishment was just, for death was 
no escape from his shame, and blindness at least removed from him the agony 
of seeing the shame reflected in the beauty of his incestuous children and the 
damning gaze of his fellow Thebans. Yet Oedipus’s self-mutilation bears 
conflicting motives. Death would have compelled him to face his dead 


parents without the ability to satisfy the debí he owed them. Shame was the 
coin of his compensation. And blindness also relieved him of the unbearable, 
shaming look of the living. 

Both Jesús and Sophoeles aeknowledge in their extreme examples of self- 
mutilation the power of the shaming look and the way in whieh soeial order 
relies on seeing and not seeing. Although I assume that neither moralist 
advoeated the aetual deed as the best way to deal with temptation or guilt, 
they eaeh produeed a striking sense of the terrible burden of shame and the 
powerful way in whieh shame was and remains a visual médium of soeiality. 
Jesús’s utteranee seems to suggest that blindness removes the stimulus to sin. 
One eye is expendable beeause it eould be easily made into the instrument of 
weakness. It is better to deny the self the pleasure, to praetiee mortifieation 
and thereby to preelude the exploitation of the senses that would prevent 
entranee into the kingdom of heaven. In a gospel that pivots on the trope of 
eeonomy as Matthew does, an eye is worth the eost. The view presumes that 
the eorporeal senses are inferior to the inward moral eompass, the power of 
eonseienee, the inner sense of duty that properly subordinates the flesh to the 
higher ealling of God’s eommandment to be holy. 

Sophoeles offered a different lesson. His aeeount of Oedipus may teaeh 
with tragie pathos that removing the eyes from the body is a metaphor for the 
agonizing gaze of those who judge us. The idea assures that the guilty may 
not hide. They will be found out, they will fall under the penitential gaze of 
the good—those to whom all are beholden. Removing the eyes from the body 
deprives us of retuming the gaze, that is, of looking back. As a result, we 
beeome the hideous objeet of derision, dishonor, abjeetion, pity. There is 
nothing we ean do to reelaim the eountenanee of those who see us beeause we 
have no means of reengaging and therefore ehanging their gaze. In a terrible 
sense, others do not see us any longer, but gaze instead upon a transgressor. 
We eease to be who we were and beeome another whom we ourselves would 
despise. In Oedipus’s blindness, we are fixed forever in the visual aspeet of 
disapprobation. To be seen in one way alone is to be rendered blind, unable to 
be a seer. It is a State of hopeless eondemnation, judgment without reprieve. 
The self is redueed to one thing, and therefore beeomes an objeet that eannot 
retum sight. We might even say that Oedipus had to blind himself rather than 
take his own life beeause in doing so he plaeed himself in a perpetual State of 
self-eontempt. He will never again see himself or images of himself (his 
ehildren), but will remain singularly what others see. He is beyond 
redemption, forever unequal to his debt, ineapable of eompensating those he 
has injured and the publie good he has violated. 

The intrieate eeonomy of shame and visión was explored with eonsiderable 



philosophical introspection in Jean-Paul Sartre’s famous account of “the look” 
(le regará). Sartre analyzed the look as a way of understanding “the problem 
of the Other,” that is, the ego or self of the other person who held him in his 
gaze and alienated him from freedom by regarding him as an objeet. Sartre 
eharaeterized the eneounter with the “other” as eonsisting of shame. He 
deseribed shame in the memorable example of being eaught seated on a ehair 
before a door in a hallway, peering through a keyhole. Realizing that he is 
being observed, he is ashamed, whieh “is the recognition of the faet that I am 
indeed that objeet whieh the Other is looking at and judging.”^^ Sartre had 
mueh more in mind than being eaught in a single instanee of spying. Shame is 
the nature of self-awareness that others afford us. “For the Other I am seated 
as this inkwell is on the table; for the Other, 1 am leaning over the keyhole as 
this tree is bent by the wind. Thus for the Other I have stripped myself of 
transeendenee.”^^ He was nothing other than what the viewer has found, 
someone exhibiting pettiness or jealousy by eommitting an impropriety. In the 
gaze of the other he beeomes the viee he eommits, an objeet of derision, and 
is nothing else. All that he might otherwise be—a distinguished aeademie, a 
lover, a humanitarian, a war hero—suddenly vanishes. 

Sartre saw the other as the reality that robbed his ego of its transeendenee. 
“The Other . . . is presented in a eertain sense as the radieal negation of my 
experienee, sinee he is the one for whom I am not subjeet but objeet.”^^ The 
loss was so fundamental for Sartre’s aeeount of self-awareness that he 
portrayed it as the fall of humanity from an Edenie State, resulting in a 
shameful ejeetion from the blissful garden of eomplete self-presenee: “If there 
is an Other, whatever or whoever he may be, whatever may be his relations 
with me, and without his aeting upon me in any way exeept by the puré 
upsurge of his being—^then I have an outside. I have a nature. My original fall 
is the existenee of the Other. Shame—like pride—is the apprehension of 
myself as a nature.To experienee shame, he reasoned, was to wateh 
himself losing his freedom in beeoming the objeet of another’s apprehension. 
One is reminded of Freud, for whom the puré State of the unfettered libido 
produeed “the universal original eondition” of nareissism that is objeetified as 
the ego forms and the instinets undergo the ehastising gauntlet of 
eivilization.^® The nareissism of the infant paralleled the transeendent reality 
of the thinking substanee. The abrupt transition into eonseiousness was like 
the agony of leaving primordial bliss. 

It beeomes elear from Sartre’s diseussion that seeing is powerful beeause it 
eonfigures human relations. To be seen by others estranges me from the 
experienee of my ego as transeending the world of objeets and subordinates 
me as being-for-the-other. Sartre likened this to a State of enslavement.^^ An 


image in which the Sartrean relation of subjection is horrifyingly performed is 
René Magritte’s portrayal of a rape, Les jours gigantesques (1928; fig. 4). 
Enclosed within the eontour of an assaulted woman’s naked body is the form 
of her attaeker. He is elothed and we see him from the baek. The way in 
whieh the artist has merged the two figures eonveys the repugnant nature of 
the foreed unión—the rapist’s invasión of her being eould not be more 
insidiously visualized. She looks away from him as he devours her body, 
gazing intently on her bare fiesh. His hands do what his eyes see. The woman 
is alienated from herself by the attaek; he invades the very being of her body. 
The invisibility of his gaze is felt in the objeetifieation of her body. She is 
redueed to the objeethood of her fiesh, the objeet of his humiliating 
manipulation. As Sartre said of the other, he is the one who reñises to be seen, 
refuses to be an objeet of her eonseiousness. Instead, she belongs to him. To 
be seen means to be powerless to regard the other elose up or far away: “It is 
never when eyes are looking at you that you ean find them beautiful or ugly, 
that you ean remark on their eolor. The Other’s look hides his eyes; he seems 
to go in front of them. ... the look is upon me without distanee while at the 
same time it holds me at a distanee—that is, its immediate presenee to me 
unfolds a distanee whieh removes me from it.”^^ Beeause the objeet of this 
gaze is unable to retum it, unable to grasp the souree of oppressive visión, the 
ego is fixed and enslaved. 



FIGURE 4. René Magritte, Gigantic Days (Les jours gigantesques). 1928. Oil on canvas. 116 x 81 cm. 
Kunstsammlung Nordrhein-Westfalen, Duesseldorf, Germany. Banque d’Images, ADAGP / Art 
Resource, NY. Artists’ Rights Society. 

One is tempted to say that the eye of the Sartrean other is the sinister 
sibling of the looming eye of God seen in the Great Seal (see fig. 2). Yet 
eonferring appellations of sinister and benevolent will depend on one’s 
loeation in the visual field. To those who fall in the providential path of the 
eye of God, rather than gaze from behind its searehing light, it is not a smiling 
deity who beholds them, but a mereiless foree, what white Amerieans were 
fond of ealling “manifest destiny.” Native Ameriean possessions, British 
territory before the Revolutionary War, Mexiean eontinental holdings before 
the war of 1846-48—all were transformed by the unilateral gaze of the divine 
eye, whieh shone in favor of the new nation, not its rivals. The gaze 
eorresponds to the interests of those direeting visión on anyone foreed to 
forfeit freedom when they fínd themselves under its auspiees. 



In every instance, seeing is a social médium, the means by which relations 
of power are arrayed and maintained among human beings. Seeing and being 
seen (or not) eonstitute frameworks of self-eonseiousness, eonseiousness of 
others, and eonseiousness of one’s soeial body, whieh entails the feeling of 
one’s relation to a group and to oneself. What is striking in Sartre, even if one 
objeets to his unneeessarily reduetionist seheme of ego set against ego in a 
zero-sum game, is that seeing artieulates a world’s foeus and strueture. 
Moreover, this artieulation is, in spite of the hundreds of pages of Sartre’s 
intrieate philosophieal analysis, eondueted by feeling and intuition, and 
manifested as disposition and mood. Seeing, as he treats it, is infused with 
feeling, grounded in the body, linked direetly to the felt-awareness of one’s 
relation to others. Sartre was interested in the ego, the eogito, the human as 
thinking substanee, but his data were the sensation of being seen and the 
physiologieal response one has to the look of the other. This urges us to 
eorreet the strong tendeney to think singularly of the gaze as posing distanee 
between viewer and viewed. Sartre may have thought he was a disembodied 
eye spying on a lover or neighbor from a silent distanee, but he was also a 
erouehed body gripped in the gaze of someone standing behind him. Shame 
made him visible as a body. Like the sehoolboy in figure 1, he might have 
wished to beeome invisible, just as Oepidus destroyed his eyes in order to 
eseape the penitentiary gaze of others. And yet, in doing so, Oedipus 
eondemned himself to a debased visibility for publie display. Oedipus’s aet is 
a grotesque hyperbole about shame. In matters of aetual eonseienee, people 
don’t puneture their eyes, but they do something that is figuratively 
equivalent when they avoid the gaze of others. They do not wish to see 
themselves being seen. Sartre eonsidered fieeing in order to eseape the 
terrible visibility that had trapped him.^^ 

Sartre, Oedipus, and the dunee wished to make themselves invisible. As 
their aeeounts show, invisibility and visibility are inextrieable. To see and not- 
see are eomplementary aets, both individually and publiely embodied. While 
he wished to eseape the visión of the other, whieh made him visible, Sartre 
also longed to reduee the other to an objeet. He wanted to eontrast his own 
(in) visibility with the other’s. And Oedipus eoneealed the world from himself 
at the expense of making a pathetie speetaele of his self-infiieted blindness. 
Invisibility and visibility are not just material eonditions, the result of hiding 
or display, but are eulturally fabrieated forms of soeial assoeiation. You ean 
only be invisible, after all, if someone is looking but does not see you. And to 
be visible is to be eapable of being seen, eneountered, addressed, engaged. 
What we see and do not see is a projeet, a task driven by shame or hatred, but 
also, as we shall see, by sueh feelings as desire, devotion, and sorrow. 


BEYOND SHAME 


Seeing is robustly embodied, and so we do well to recapture the aesthetic 
element of visión, the felt-life of seeing, the manifold and subtle relations of 
seeing to other forms of sensation. Exploring the intricate psychosocial 
anatomy of visión is the task of the critical study of visual culture. The study 
of religión as visual practice has something importan! to offer this broader 
enterprise by helping to restore the vivacity of sensation and emotion—seeing 
as interface, intimacy, or intercourse with people, places, and things. To this 
end, we might scrutinize several other modes of consciousness in addition to 
shame for their capacity to reveal the structure and focus of worlds as 
characteristic forms of human relation, situations that stage the human self 
and its communities. For example, what about powerfully orientating States 
like desire, sorrow, or praise? Surely such forms of awareness reveal different 
situations in which a human self might be grasped in no less prevalen! forms 
of consciousness. By entering visual fields of others, we discover and 
cultívate modes of the human self. A self, it follows, is not a timeless essence 
or disembodied cogito, but a particular orchestration of roles in which that 
self engages with other selves to create the world to which they belong. 
Visual fields parse or disclose the structure of relations prevailing among a 
variety of actors. By entering these fields, people practice and cultívate modes 
of individual and shared identity as well as produce and encounter what may 
be called the sacred, as I shall explore in greater detall in chapter 3. 

There is no reason to make shame the master trope of visión. Sartre was 
persuasivo in arguing that human freedom consists of the construction of 
human existence. Only his restriction to the look of shame was unnecessary. 
Looking takes a number of other forms with existential and social 
consequences. Shame is just one, very powerful, visual orientation. There are 
many others. This is not to deny the importance of shame, but to seek to 
reestablish the embodiment and sociality of visión. There are probably many 
archetypal visual dispositions, but to make the point that shame is only one 
among several others, we might enumérate a few that, along with shame, 
characterize the felt-life and emotional temperaments that religions generate 
and manage. We have already mentioned such common human feelings as 
desire, sorrow, and devotion, or praise. These are not deduced from an a priori 
scheme, but belong to a longer list, and one that will inevitably be parsed 
differently from one culture and historical moment to the next. But that there 
are fundamental emotional dispositions in any given society that help 
organizo human experience seems a reasonable hypothesis. The point is not to 
determine a universally representative set of moods, but to identify 
compelling orientations to add to shame as examples of the dispositions that 
conduct the visual construction of reality. Each disposition represents a 


fundamental orientation characterizing relations among humans, between 
humans and animáis and other anímate beings, divine or mortal, and between 
humans and their worlds. This is not to flatten eultural differenees into a 
general human nature. I have in mind by these moods or dispositions the 
broadly shared, eulturally varied, and historieally transmitted matriees in 
whieh human worlds tend to take shape. 

Shame, as we have seen, oeeurs as an objeetifieation in the gaze of others, 
and in some sense a loss or end of visión: one is seen, but no longer sees, as 
grimly illustrated by the ease of Oedipus. But more eommonly with shame, 
one looks away from the sight of others as if to eaneel visión and beeome 
unseen. Desire operates quite differently, seeking out or hunting another. 
Meeting the gaze or even the glanee of the beloved repays the long suffering 
of the lover. The gaze of those in love, who dwell in long silenee and rapt 
attention, intermingles their egos by eaneeling eontrary inelinations in 
themselves or diseovering undeveloped impulses. They grow together and 
experienee a powerful symbiosis that measures time in a narrative marked by 
anniversaries, the purpose of whieh is to renew the reeognition of the original 
look. For this reason, a reeord, photographie or otherwise, of the joumey 
together is eherished and eurated with eare. To desire is to want to see. 

In eontrast to love, eapturing the flesh of the desired is the aim of 
pomography, another versión of desire, whieh may be said to eonsist of two 
aspeets: the sexual violation of boundaries of the body (abjeetion); and sexual 
enforeement of hierarehy in domination and submission (subjeetion), both of 
whieh are perversely envisioned by Magritte’s painting examined earlier (see 
fig. 4). Abjeetion assaults the definition of the self in the body’s eonfiguration 
of inside and outside, transgressing borders and blurring distinetions. 
Subjeetion enslaves the subjeet to the other by eompelling its visibility as 
objeet and eoneealing the other from view. In both eases, and in all forms of 
desire, the appetite is voraeious. It always wants more and is never eontent 
with the previous eonquest, or with what the beloved last allowed as a favor. 

Limits are the agony and stimulus of desire, whieh is a driving foree that 
would violently burst all bonds restrieting its satiation. This is why the lover 
worships the item whieh the beloved has given as a gift—a lover letter, a 
photograph, an artiele of elothing, any trifle, the more minor or easual the 
better as a gesture to be overinterpreted and eherished as the promise of more 
and more to eome. Likewise, pomography and erotiea opérate most 
powerfully when desire is teased. The slightest bit of elothing that adoms the 
body generates intense desire beeause it ineites the longing to remove it. In 
desire we see what we ean beeome or eonsume (and thereby make into 
ourselves). 


While love seeks a sustaining relation to the other who restructures one’s 
relationship to oneself and the world, sorrow is the violenee of losing 
someone or something whose familiarity and ageney are so important that we 
depend on them to orient and anehor daily life. Sorrow is a sharp punetuation, 
a horrifie end to the ordinary. If desire is a hopeful hunting, sorrow is a 
desperate pining. I am reminded of the splendid elegy of Roland Barthes’ 
Camera Lucida, where readers beeome aware that the author moums the loss 
of his mother, whose photograph he happens upon one day following her 
death. Barthes diseusses her image and her presenee in the image, but never 
shows readers her pieture. She remains unseen, haunting the book. We see 
instead many other photographs of dead people and distant plaees. 

Photographs for Barthes are about loss, loss but not destitute absenee. 
They give something to the viewer. Barthes eharaeterizes the power of 
photographs as their ability to priek or wound the viewer. They bear a 
punctum that impresses the viewer with pain. One is reminded of the 
Franeisean tradition of the stigmata, the wounds of the erueified Jesús that 
pieree the bodies of the saintly few whose suffering he graees with this 
supreme favor of imitating him in their very bodies. And so it is that Barthes 
speaks of “the gift, the graee of the punctum.”^^ A gift, but the gift of the 
dead. The point of any photograph is its impaet on the body of its viewer. 
Photographs toueh us, Barthes eontends, in a way that light onee touehed 
them. We eneounter in the photograph the traee of a presenee that is gone. 
The way to see a photograph well, he says, is “to look away or elose your 
eyes.”^^ Then its poignaney emerges. In not seeing the image, it beeomes 
more visible to us than before. One remembers it in a seeond aet of loss that is 
also a reeovery. Memory is a sort of resurreetion: “to say nothing, to shut my 
eyes, to allow the detail to rise of its own aeeord into affeetive 
eonseiousness.”^^ In the look of sorrow we see what is absent in ourselves, 
we see the end of ourselves, a border eaused by sudden violenee. In mouming 
we leam to be someone else, a new thing ereated by loss. 

Missing the lost one leads inexorably to praise, or the expression of 
devotion. Loss and gratitude are either side of the same eoin. In faet, they are 
features of every moral eeonomy. Loss is the depletion of resourees, and 
gratitude is what one offers as an expenditure to aequire a soeial good. 
Gratitude signáis the nature of praise as part of a relationship that is deseribed 
in the soeial dynamies of the gift, a form of eeonomy that organizes relations 
between two parties. One pays tribute in order to buy obligation, lieense, 
liberty, or privilege. There are at least two distinet forms that praise takes: 
deferenee or publie tribute to those whose stature is pivotal as eonstituting 
and sustaining the eommunity (god, leader, or hero); and devotion, whieh is 
personal or prívate dedieation of oneself to the other. In either ease, praise 


posits a difference discemible in the submission of oneself to the other. But in 
most instances the submission is not absoluto or purely unilateral. The king 
must honor the rights of subjeets or suffer rebellion. The other is also 
amenable to supplieation and eovenant. The devotee of a saint offers thanks, 
pilgrimage, prayer, or pledge before the saint’s image preeisely beeause the 
saint ean be flattered, moved, or eajoled into helping the petitioner. Praise is 
the eoin one pays to entreat attention and favor. 

Deferenee is the prevalent form of praise that suits publie eommemoration 
of the deeds of a hero or national patrón. Memory is key to the eommunal 
tribute of deferential praise. Presidents, senators, emperors, and kings offer 
their tribute to gods and founders to invoke blessing on their reign and renew 
national dedieation to a eause. Publie rites of piety remember the founding 
narratives that eonfer identity on the eommunity by traeing its story from 
origin to the present. The monument or memorial statue ereeted in the publie 
square visually and spatially triangúlales the viewer’s relation to the hero and 
the people for whom the hero dedieated himself in some saerifíeial form. 
Heroes are importan! to a soeial body beeause their presenee allows a form of 
visibility otherwise unartieulated. By seeing the hero, people see themselves 
as a people belonging to and embodied in the hero. The tótem is us. 

In every ease, desire, sorrow, and praise eonfigure a field of visual 
relations, a network of linkages between the viewer and another, or others, 
transforming personal identity in the proeess. Seeing and being seen is not a 
singular prospeet, as Sartre’s eharaeterization of the look holds with respeet to 
shame. We might say the same of Jaeques Laean’s eelebrated treatment of the 
mirror stage. This moment in early psyehologieal development oeeurs when 
the ehild, aged between six and eighteen months, aeeording to Laean, 
“assumes an image” presented by a mirror.^^ The image pereeived by the 
infant beeomes a new versión of himself, his double, his own ego looking 
baek at him. The development is of singular importanee, aeeording to Laean, 
beeause it marks the move from an inwardly felt sense of self to a “speeular 
I,” a fietive, imaginary, and ideal self that looks baek and eonstitutes the 
paradigm that the lived I forever and imperfeetly seeks to emulate. Self- 
eonseiousness is bom in a moment of misreeognition: the infant’s aeeeptanee 
of the speeular other as its true self, imposing itself on the gazing baby as the 
superior reality of its inartieulate, embodied self. 

Faseinating as this eoneeption of self-development is, it easily ignores the 
already rieh interaetive, soeial life of the ehild by this age. From birth the 
ehild has been sensuously engaged in relations with its parents, and perhaps 
with siblings. And the mirror is hardly neeessary to eoneeive of the eneounter 
of an ideal self, sinee parents and others address the baby in terms of what she 


ought to do. The superego, in other words, is an intemal ideal self that the 
ehild is eonstantly urged to instantiate. Indeed, Laeanian psyehoanalysis does 
not insist on aetual mirrors to aehieve the deeisive step in eonseiousness (if 
Laeanians did so, they would need to aeeount for the absenee of mirrors in 
eultures and soeieties that did not inelude polished metal or silvered glass 
deviees). Instead, Laean might suggest that mirrors are only symbolie of the 
self-imaging that does eonstitute the signifieant stage in human awareness. 
The mirror stage does not require them. The soeial interaetions of the ehild 
aeeount for this moral formation. 

In faet, this idea was developed by Adam Smith in his idea of the looking- 
glass. But unlike the shame of the look of the other analyzed by Sartre, Smith 
found the look able to affirm no less than to seold. Moreover, the look of the 
other did not undermine the ego, as it did in Sartre’s phenomenology of 
eonseiousness, but enabled its moral operation in the world of fellows. The 
motif of judgment, passing sentenee, bears eomparison with the moral 
severity of the Freudian superego. But the motif of self-judging also reealls 
Foueault’s diseussion of Jeremy Bentham’s panoptieon.^^ An arehiteetural 
eonfiguration for prisons, faetories, poor houses, hospitals, asylums, and 
sehools, the panoptieon or “inspeetion-house” organized eells around a 
eentral tower in whieh attendants eondueted surveillanee. The form of the 
eonstruetion was not only to make surveillanee effíeient, but served, 
aeeording to Bentham, as “a new mode of obtaining power of mind over 
mind.”^^ Foueault argued that the strueture’s design eonfigured a gaze, an 
entire visual field, in whieh oeeupants themselves were struetured. To see 
within this regime was to partieipate in a gaze that organized the very aet of 
visión. The panoptieon made oeeupants the subjeets of perpetual inspeetion, 
serving as a physieal framework that impressed on them a subjeetivity of 
being seen. As sueh, the design is a visual témplate in whieh authority and 
subjeet reside in the enduring formation of one another. The panoptieon is a 
material enaetment of a mode of visibility, an aetive shaping of the eonditions 
of seeing. The arehiteeture was “to induee in the inmate a State of eonseious 
and permanent visibility that assures the automatie ñmetioning of power. 

Or even more tersely, eehoing Laean, Foueault wrote: “Visibility is a trap.”^^ 
At the same time, the panoptieon manufaetured invisibility by eoneealing 
freedom in the barren glare of visibility. Bentham’s inspeetion house was to 
opérate so perfeetly that “inmates should be eaught up in a power situation of 
whieh they themselves are the bearers.”^^ And so it was that Adam Smith 
may be understood to have expressed the ideal of Foueault’s “diseiplinary 
gaze”:^^ by intemalizing the juridieal gaze of others, the self is its own judge 
and jury. 


For Sartre, Lacan, Smith, and Foucault, seeing and being-seen is a 
formative experience in which the ego is tempered by encounter with others 
who retum its gaze. So powerful is the look of the other that it ean imprison 
the ego. What I have proposed, however, is that this seenario does not exhaust 
visuality ñor serve as an adequate foundation for its understanding. Smith’s 
(and Laean’s) diseussion eontends that the alienating gaze of the other is 
intemalized and used by the ego for self-serutiny. This suggests that we need 
to understand the alienation of the other’s gaze as part of a dialeetie of 
reembodiment, in whieh we forsake or diseipline our bodies in order to 
assume the look of others direeted at us. The result is a useftil self- 
transeendenee. By seeing with another’s eyes we aequire the ability to 
sympathize, to feel what the other feels under serutiny beeause we ourselves 
have endured sueh serutiny. The eonsequenee is the eapaeity to partieipate in 
eommunities of feeling. This means an altemative to viewing others 
antagonistieally or regarding the world from the unsympathetie distanee of 
the isolated or seeluded eogito. The visual eonstruetion of reality is more 
eomplex and pluralistie, and it is not the work of individual psyehes, but of 
networks of individuáis and eommunities forming a massive variety of soeial 
bodies. 

What we leam from Smith as well as from Foueault, in eontrast to 
Cartesianism, is that human beings are not prineipally or fundamentally 
indivisible egos, but soeial beings visually eonstrueted by their engagement 
with others and the material worlds in whieh they live. It was Deseartes who 
posited a metaphysieally foundational distinetion between the mind as a 
thinking thing that was impartible and the human body, whieh admitted of 
partition.^"^ But there is never a moment in human existenee when we are not 
eomprised of the looks of others. Smith, Foueault, and Laean argüe for selves 
eonstrueted from engagement with others, eneounters in whieh the other’s 
gaze is ineorporated into our identities. But in eontrast to Sartre and Laean, 
those looks are not limited to shame or deeeption or misunderstanding, but 
also inelude desire, love, sorrow, praise, and a host of other primary emotions 
that organize soeial life. Demonstrating how this is the ease in a variety of 
different historieal settings will oeeupy a number of the ehapters to follow. 


CHAPTER 2 


The Body in Question 


In the modem world it is quite common to see pictures and assume that they 
convey a past event to viewers. In effect, the image takes the viewer’s plaee 
as a missing witness—as if looking at an image, one sees what happened by 
virtue of a delay. The image is a relay, sending viewers what oeeurred when 
they were not there to see it. It is tempting to look at a pieture depieting a 
historieal event and think, “Hmm, so that’s how it happened.” And even if we 
do not believe it, we are tempted to do so, finding ourselves to believe in spite 
of knowing otherwise. 

We are inelined to think that photography produees this eredulity, that it 
teaehes us to expeet that an image offers the world itself. Roland Barthes 
pondered this in his marvelous little book. Camera Lucida, where he observed 
that it was “as if the Photograph always earries its referent in itself.” What 
does that mean? Very simply, strangely, every photograph, he mused, is “the 
retum of the dead.”^ Christianity haunts the pages of his book about 
photography. But it does not have to be that religión. André Bazin traeed 
photography to the aneient Egyptian praetiee of mummifieation: photographs, 
and images generally, are powerñil preeisely beeause they preserve the dead.^ 
Bazin’s provoeative essay urges us to look before the eamera for the power of 
photographs and einema. Any image is an image by virtue of its ability to 
enaet something ealled presence, whieh Hans Belting has argued is 
oeeasioned by the body’s absenee.^ Any image may aet as a traee of its 
original, sharing with it some aspeet of its being, even if only enough to 
promise the power of overeoming the absenee. That is beeause what we are 
really talking about is the magieal intermingling of eonseiousness, the body, 
and the objeet of sensation. This interstiee is where images happen, where the 
world takes shape and stands within, before, and after us. Rather than 
assuming the emptiness of the sign, the image as oeeasioned by death 



inaugurates a quest to fínd its missing origin. Martin Jay included Barthes’ 
association of death and photography in the long list of French anti- 
ocularcentrism that he expertly scrutinized.^ But this misses the longing 
generated by the snapshot of the missing mother, or the desire ignited by the 
photograph of the erotie nude. Images move us toward the body beeause body 
and image promise one another and therefore lend themselves as a bonded 
pair to the work of mouming. 

Both Barthes and Bazin understand the presenee of the photograph in 
terms of the body of the viewer. For Barthes, as I noted in the last ehapter, the 
photograph punetured the body that gazes upon it, wounding it with the 
imprint of loss, whieh is a kind of presenee—^the presenee of was. Bazin 
eompared the photograph to the aneient Egyptian proeedure of embalming 
eorpses, whieh is itself a kind of image-making that is still widely praetieed. 
“To preserve, artifieially,” he wrote, the deeeased man’s “bodily appearanee is 
to snateh it from the flow of time, to stow it neatly away, so to speak, in the 
hold of life.”^ Bazin went on to suggest an entire history of images from 
mummies to painting to modem photography and film driven by this need to 
deal with loss. Painting is no more than vanity “if undemeath our fond 
admiration for its works we do not diseem man’s primitivo need to have the 
last Word in the argument with death by means of the form that endures.”^ 
Images are about the bodies that are lost and the bodies that seek 
reeonstitution. 

Presenee is a eategory that merits eareful serutiny in the study of images 
and the visual eultures they serve beeause embodiment is the domain of 
experienee and feeling that fine art and aestheties seek to diseipline or eontrol 
in the quest for beauty, refinement, and the judgment of taste. A brilliant 
projeet dedieated to investigating the submerged realm of responso to images 
as more or other than art was David Freedberg’s The Power of Images, in 
whieh he asked why art historians shied away from, even eompletely avoided 
eertain kinds of images—magieal images, obseenity, pomography, violent and 
terrifying images, images that perform miraeles, simulaera sueh as wax 
replieas. In a word, he examined images that evoked responsos that were 
ignored or repressed beeause “they are too embarrassing, too blatant, too 
rude, and too uneultured.”^ Sinee its establishment as the pietorial equivalent 
of the bolles lettres in the tradition of royal aeademies of art in the 
seventeenth eentury, painting as fine art was eompelled to distinguish itself 
from its erude family relations. Most art historians ever sinee have been very 
happy to eomply beeause they subseribe, wittingly or not, to Matthew 
Amold’s definition of eulture as “a pursuit of our total perfeetion by means of 
getting to know, on all the matters whieh most eoneem us, the best whieh has 


been thought and said in the world.”^ Art historians and others today may no 
longer share Amold’s zeal for attaining “total perfection,” but they are often 
deeply driven by admiration of the perfeetion of artistie aehievement. 
Examine any art history textbook used in an introduetory survey eourse and 
this will be evident. Sueh textbooks, the “eoffee table” art book trade, the 
brisk eommeree of museum gift shops, and many art exhibitions evinee a 
passionate eelebration oígreat art. 

This book is no brief against fine art, but the interest in understanding the 
aneient and undiminished power of presenee eharts a larger seope for the 
study of images than the appreeiation of fine art eustomarily entails. This 
broader domain of study is designated by the term visual culture, whieh 
denotes something larger than “art” defined as the best that humankind has 
ever produeed. In addition to art, it ineludes the images traditionally 
overlooked and despised by art history, images that tell us so mueh about 
religious life. Yet visual eulture is also more than images. It is the cultural 
fimetion of visuality. Rather than this or that visual artifaet, as many seholars 
are inelined to use the term, visual eulture is a plaee people inhabit with 
others, a eoneeptual, aesthetie, sensory world that disposes them to think, feel, 
and see communicatively. Not in loeked step, but with a view to imagining 
interaetively. Visual eulture refers to all the means of eonstrueting life-worlds 
—attitudes, eoneeptual sehemata, emotion, soeial dynamies, institutions. In 
addition to images, it is ways of seeing as well as the praetiees that deploy 
images. The study of visual eulture is not just about pietures, but also 
powerful forms of embodiment, that is, the gendered, sexual, raeial, ethnie, 
sensuous eharaeteristies of pereeption and feeling that eonstitute primary 
forms of organizing human valúes. The study of visual eulture seeks to 
understand how people put their worlds together by praetiees of seeing and 
how they keep them in working order.^ At the heart of that enterprise lies the 
eomplex and layered relationship between seeing and the body. 

This ehapter is about the bodies in and before images and their 
eoordination in the ereation of presenee. Body in this book always resounds in 
two registers—the body of fiesh and the body of soeial fabrie. In this ehapter 
foeus rests on the somatie body’s relation to the image: the fieshly body that 
the image portrays and the body of the viewer standing before the image. In 
order to get at this I will examine two groups of works by the Renaissanee 
artist Albreeht Dürer: the first group is of religious prints that fashioned the 
fiesh of Jesús for the visual engagement of devout viewers; the seeond group 
eonsists of illustrations of deviees that Dürer believed eould assist artists by 
properly orienting their bodies and eyes to what they wanted to portray. Both 
eategories will help us understand what images are with respeet to bodies— 
those they depiet, those they address, and those that eraft the images 


themselves. 


BEHOLDING FLESH 

A photograph is able to document the world in meticulous detall, as a flawless 
traee of the way things are, or were. So when I look at a woodeut of Jesús on 
the eross (fíg. 5), surrounded by a starehed swarm of angels, I am put in mind 
of a man who, the story goes, hung firom a eross until he died, bleeding and 
nobly expiring in an event that must have had some drama. The look I 
undertake is propelled by a desire to see. But what? If I am Christian, I want 
to see the Jesús of my faith. If I am not Christian, I may want to see how this 
eelebrated figure died. For both viewers, seeing is motivated by a foree to see 
a eertain event, though only topographieally the same event. Yet for both, 
Jesús eould not simply have perished. He had to die as heroes die—^with 
effeet. He had to die a death worthy of everything that happened thereafter. 
Paradoxieally, the image is about what eame after the event pietured in the 
image. The image is a shadow of what followed, not what aetually oeeurred 
before what his death was later thought to mean. 

Jesús is eaptive to his story, even or espeeially in dying. That is beeause 
there is no grasping him outside of the resilient fabrie of his story. And his 
story happens in the retelling and visual restaging. What touehes the pious 
viewer is the pinpriek of loss. To see him is to be reminded that he is gone. 
But beeause he is gone, an image may stand in his plaee. It has been that way 
sinee the moment Jesús died. As soon as he was gone, he was aeeessible only 
by means of representation. Indeed, even before he left, “he” was part of a 
representation taking shape, preeeding him as he traveled to preaeh. After his 
death, he beeame a new story. Storytelling, first verbal, later also visual, was 
the primary sense for apprehending him. The images that emerged over the 
eourse of many eenturies were part of the arehive of stories, or representations 
that maintained his presenee among believers. Those images, like the stories 
about Jesús, are ways of eneountering him. They are traees, likenesses. 


FIGURE 5. After Albrecht Dürer, The Crucifixión, ca. 1509, woodcut. Photo: author. 

Sometimes seeing is not really witnessing at all. It is seeing with a 
purpose. In such instances, seeing means looking for something. This kind of 
seeing is well deseribed as hunting or looking for what matters through the 
lens of a story or an image or a eommunity or an institution or a set of 
loyalties. When we think of seeing this way, it beeomes elear that images 
themselves are a kind of deviee, a teehnology, part of a way of seeing, a 
means of establishing eontaet with what happened, or was supposed to have 
happened, or what tradition says happened. Even though we may want to 
think of images as the result of looking, they are the means; they are like a 
teleseope that projeets the seeing power of the human eye. The power of 
images, therefore, eonsists in their ability as extended forms of embodiment 
to provide the toueh and hold of what they (re)present. That is why we feel so 
sure about what we see. We eode it with the feelings that are important to us 
and we (be)hold what appears in the image as if it were a kind of footing or 




touchstone or way marker. This holding is intensified in religious visuality 
because what believers see is what tmly matters to them. It is important to 
note the double meaning in English of matter here: what matters is what is 
real and eharged with purpose. For human sensation, real is what has purpose 
or signifieanee for the pereeiver. We easily ignore what does not matter. It has 
no point, no punctum. What is real is what gets our attention and holds it—^by 
bothering, searing, shaming, or sedueing us. As Freedberg indieated, the 
eonneetions between humans and their images are motivated by mueh more 
than reason, fine taste, or beauty. 

An example of a eomplex and eondensed event presented in an image is 
the large woodeut of Christ’s Crueifixion (see fig. 5). Onee thought to have 
been produeed by Albreeht Dürer about 1500, the seene is more likely to have 
been based on a design by him.^^ Teeming with details, The Crucifixión 
displays dozens of diserete moments from the biblieal aeeounts of the 
erueifixion of Jesús, and others aseribed to the event over the eourse of 
eenturies of retelling and interpretation. How shall we understand the relation 
of these diverse sourees informing the image? The New Testament makes no 
mention of angels fiitting about the eross to gather a stream of blood gushing 
from the dead man, a feature peeuliar to the late medieval, espeeially Germán, 
preoeeupation with the blood of Jesús, eolleeted for adoration and the 
wonders its eontemplation eould produee.^^ Ñor is there mention of bones at 
the base of the eross, though the Cospel of John reports that Golgotha means 
“plaee of a skull” (John 19:17). Two elements of the pieture opérate 
allegorieally: the sun and moon in the upper eomers render the darkness 
mentioned in Fuke 24:44-45, whieh may have been remembered as fulfilling 
a propheey in the Hebrew Bible, what Christians eall The Oíd Testament 
(Amos 8:9). But many of the features enumerated in the print are mentioned 
in some way in the Bible: the three Marys, the sister of Jesús’s mother, and 
John were present at the eross. Although Joseph of Arimathea is not 
mentioned as having been present, he did take eharge of the burial of Jesús 
(John 19:38) and so makes an appearanee in the print on the left. 

In the print’s middle ground we see on a smaller seale the eompany of 
soldiers easting lots for the tunie of Jesús, whieh John linked to a prophetie 
verse in Psalm 22 (John 19:23-4), and a horseman earrying a lanee, whieh 
was presumably used to pieree Jesús’s side and eause the issue of blood 
eolleeted by the ángel. John eites the piereing and onee again ties it to 
passages in the Hebrew Bible in order to present the details of Christ’s death 
as fulfillment of aneient writ (John 19:33-37). Behind the eentral eross we 
glimpse a small figure walking baek to the eity, earrying a pail and a staff. He 
must be the fellow who quenehed Jesús’s thirst with a sponge soaked in sour 
wine (John 19:29). Sueh minutiae eneourage us to suspeet that John even 


imagined Jesús himself actively completing scriptural prophecy in the fíner 
details of his death: “knowing that all things were now accomplished, that the 
Seripture might be fulfílled, [Jesús] said, ‘I thirst!’ ” (19:28). The seripture in 
question, aeeording to exegetieal tradition, is Psalm 22:15: “My tongue elings 
to my jaws.” Sueh attention to detail on the edge of death is less likely than 
making the eonneetion later, when memory gathers up and eompresses into a 
single layer a matrix of points stretehing from the Hebrew Bible to the life of 
Jesús to the author of the Cospel. 

What moment do we see in the print that earefully musters so many 
details? Jesús’s eyes appear to remain open as blood pours from his side, 
suggesting that he is not yet dead. Moreover, the “good” thief on his right also 
appears to be alive. Perhaps the print shows us the final moments of his life, 
before the instant eonveyed in John 19:30, when Jesús utters, “It is finished,” 
and expires. And yet that eannot be, for John indieates that in order to avoid 
violation of the Sabbath, Jewish authorities had asked the Román authority, 
Pilate, to expedito the exeeution by having the legs of the eonviets broken, 
hastening their demise by suffoeation. Soldiers did so to the eriminals on 
either side of Jesús, but when they eame to Jesús they found him already 
dead, and eontented themselves with a simpler means of eonfirmation— 
piereing his side with a spear (John 19:34). Either the print deviates from the 
biblieal aeeount, whieh it has taken eare to observe very elosely in other 
ways, or the two men are indeed dead, their eyes only appearing to be open, 
or, if they are open, they see nothing, exhibiting the blank gape of eorpses. 
That would eomport with the biblieal aeeount, and it would explain the 
moment of high pathos beneath, in whieh the group seems to respond 
eolleetively to the loss of their friend. And it would satisfy the viewer’s desire 
to see an event, a single, uniform, eonsistent moment, one that aetually 
happened. This would plaee the print on the road to the future, whieh is where 
we are, looking baek, wanting to find something we reeognize, something 
intrinsie to the médium of the image. That is eertainly the desire pressing the 
modem visual sensibility that images reeord traees. There is something there, 
in them, eaught up in their fixture of realities, their snapshot of truth, their 
statement: “Look at this—here is how it was” But the modem desire to see is 
not so terribly different than the late medieval desire. Perhaps módems are so 
fond of the snapshot beeause it delivers what premodems wanted no less than 
their twenty-first-eentury eounterparts: the moment when something gone 
happened beeause in that moment power and magie are made available. The 
mystery of images lies in the subtle slippage from was to is. But it takes a 
disposition for this to happen. Visual piety happens either as the eredulity of 
faith—“I want to see Jesús”—or as the eredulity of visual apprehension: “I 
want to see what happened.” 



Any form of representation is gloriously presumptuous and deeply 
engaged in contention about tmth. What makes Dürer interesting is his 
manifest tendency to celébrate the eapaeity of images to make visible what 
happened. Consider his small depietion of the “Ineredulity of St. Thomas” 
(fig. 6), from the Small Passion, a suite of thirty-six woodeuts issued in 1511. 
A heavy eloak thrown baek over his shoulders, a museular Jesús displays his 
flesh to the erowded assembly of diseiples, among whom Jesús has suddenly 
appeared as the burst of his halo illuminates the small interior. In the fourth 
gospel, the only one to mention the event, Jesús had appeared earlier to his 
hiding followers, and Thomas had been absent. When told that the others had 
seen Jesús, Thomas responded skeptieally, “Unless I see the mark of the nails 
in his hands, and put my finger in the mark of the nails and my hand in his 
side, I will not believe” (John 20:25). The remark reveáis that, at least for 
Thomas, seeing and touehing were dual features of a single operation of 
sensation. They were equal and eorroborative. And believing was no more 
than a reasonable eonelusion to sensory proof. The text eontinues with 
Christ’s retum and reproof of Thomas. Jesús eame baek a week later, onee 
again entering the hiding plaee miraeulously, appearing in the diseiples’ 
midst, behind loeked doors. When he saw Thomas among them, Jesús 
immediately addressed him: “Put your finger here and see my hands. Reaeh 
out your hand and put it in my side. Do not doubt but believe” (John 20:27). 
When Thomas did as instrueted, and affirmed Jesús’s identity, only making 
good on his promise to do so, Jesús replied: “Have you believed beeause you 
have seen me? Blessed are those who have not seen me and yet have eome to 
believe.” 

John’s aeeount assured its eontemporary readers that seeing was touehing, 
an assertion that was important to the author and eommunity sinee some 
eontemporaries doubted the bodily resurreetion of Jesús, sueh as “the Jews,” 
whom the fourth gospel foreefully vilified as opponents of the new religión 
and its (Jewish) founder. It was the fourth gospel that unpreeedentedly made 
the affirmation of eonsuming Christ’s body and blood a point of eontention 
with his Jewish detraetors and a breaking point between the leader’s true 
followers and those diseiples who fell away when he proelaimed the neeessity 
of eating his flesh and drinking his blood (John 6:52-68). John’s story about 
Thomas also underseored the superiority of those who believed from the 
distanee of not seeing. And so his narrativo has it both ways: Jesús really did 
rise in the flesh, but those who believe without seeing or touehing him evinee 
a stronger versión of faith than the vulgar empirieists who insist on 
foundational sense-data. Clearly, there are two versions of belief at work, and 
the author of the Gospel of John prefers the one that replaees visión and toueh 
with a new ideal of beholding. Written just after the end of the era of eye- 


witnesses, this gospel valorizes a new conception of belief even as it 
rigorously asserts the tmth of the resurrected Jesús: he bodily rose from the 
dead, but belief without having seen him makes followers more faithful than 
those who aetually did behold him. 



FIGURE 6. Albrecht Dürer, Incredulity of St. Thomas, from Small Passion, 1511, woodcut. Photo: 
author. 

Dürer, the artist with a livelihood and a talent to defend, and buoyed in a 
long tradition of Christian imagery keyed to the Passion, saw things 
otherwise. Look at his pieture of Thomas and Jesús and try to argüe it is only 
an illustration of the biblieal text. In faet, look at the other images in his Small 
Passion and you will notiee something remarkable: they are often about Jesús 
the triekster god, who is fond of fooling people who ought to have reeognized 
him. Dürer has portrayed standard seenes, dietated by the genre as well as by 
the verses written by a Benedietine eontemporary named Chelidonius, Latin 


texts that accompanied each image in his Small Passion. Yet he has treated 
the themes in his own way, as a skilled artist fascinated with the idea of 
visibility. On the way to Calvary we see Jesús’s faee appear mysteriously on 
the veil of Veroniea. After Jesús dies on the eross, the next image shows him 
in hell reseuing Adam and Eve, John the Baptist, and other preeursors. 
Meanwhile, his body is taken from the eross and he is interred. Easter 
moming he stands upright and effulgent beside the grave. In the following 
images he appears to his mother, then under the guise of the gardener to Mary 
Magdalene, then in a flash of light as he breaks bread with the diseiples at 
Emmaus. And then, with halo ablaze, to Thomas.^^ All of these seenes tum 
on the pietorial magie of Jesús’s bodily presenee before and espeeially after 
his death, eelebrating the power of images to speak direetly to the desire of 
belief. 

Dürer’s portrayal of Christ appearing to his mother (flg. 7) is remarkable 
beeause he eoneeived it as an eeho of Gabriel’s annuneiation earlier in the 
series: the resurreeted flgure, with triumphal staff and ineandeseent trinimbus, 
approaehes his young mother and pauses to greet her with a gesture of 
benedietion. She kneels before a leetem just as she does in the image of the 
Annuneiation. In the New Testament Gospels Jesús flrst appeared at his 
grave, not to his mother. Aeeordingly, flgure 7 is an image of something that 
did not happen. But the way of seeing erafted by Catholie tradition in the later 
Middle Ages posited the image as a faithful representation. Failing to mention 
his appearanee before Mary must have been an oversight of the Gospel 
writers, or so later devotees of Our Lady thought. After all, another major 
theme in late medieval piety, the Pieta, in whieh the Virgin eradles her dead 
son’s body, is also missing from the Gospels. Both instanees are strong visual 
eonveyanees of Marian devotion. The absenee of the filial appearanee to Our 
Lady following the Resurreetion notieeably bothered the thirteenth-eentury 
eommentator Jaeobus de Vorágine, who strained to justify the omission as a 
willful deeision of the gospel writers, who no doubt “judged it better not to 
write about this apparition, and left it to be taken for granted. Christ must flrst 
of all have made his mother happy over his resurreetion, sinee she eertainly 
grieved over his death more than the others. He would not have negleeted his 
mother while he hastened to eonsole others.Of eourse not, the very idea of 
the dutiful son preeludes it. It was neeessary to see what medieval believers 
felt to be true: Jesús honored Our Lady beeause they honored her. How eould 
it be otherwise? Aeeordingly, Dürer and every artist who portrayed the 
subjeet before him eorreeted the omission, allowing the faithful to see what 
was not there, at least what was not there in the Bible. Dürer plaeed this image 
at the beginning of Jesús’s post-Resurreetion appearanees, and in this 
followed the tradition of Passion eyeles, ineluding the eyele of verse by 


Chelidonius. As in so many early Renaissance depictions of the 
Annunciation, Dürer shows Mary at the instant of moving her eyes from her 
prayerful reading to the guest: visión is eaught in the very aet of happening. 



FIGURE 7. Albrecht Dürer, Resurrected Jesús appearing to his mother, from Small Passion, 1511. 
Photo: author. 

When he eame to the image of Thomas (see fig. 6), Dürer was not about to 
disparage sight. To the eontrary, inserting his fingers into the wound, his hand 
guided by Christ himself, Thomas beholds the truth. The body of Jesús is 
aglow and viewers are invited to gaze upon his flesh. In stark eontrast to the 
diseiples, who bear heavy eloaks and tunies, Jesús is elad in only a waist- 
eloth. He has thrown baek his eloak over his shoulders in order to reveal his 
bare body. This unveiling serves to reveal, and the revelation is ignited by the 
toueh of Thomas and the guiding hand of Jesús. A long tradition of 
interpretation endorsed Dürer’s treatment of the touehing as affírmative rather 














than as a reproof. De Vorágine transmits the tradition when he argües that 
allowing himself to be touehed was one way that Jesús eonveyed the truth of 
his bodily resurreetion: “so it had to be his real body,” he reasoned.^^ With his 
other hand Jesús extends blessing while displaying to Thomas (and us) the 
wound of the nail that the doubting man had insisted on seeing. The Cospel of 
John does not mention Jesús taking Thomas by the wrist to plaee the fingers 
in his wound. Why does Dürer show it? That was the ieonographieal tradition 
he inherited, but it also helped him foeus on touehing and seeing as 
revelation, a elear message of his Small Passion. Moreover, seeing and 
speaking are paralleled in Dürer’s images. Eaeh time Jesús appears, at his 
tomb and to his diseiples, he holds up his hand in benedietion. The Cospel of 
John relates that he said “peaee be with you” on eaeh oeeasion of appearing to 
Mary and the diseiples. The hands in Dürer’s prints speak in plaee of the 
gospel’s dialogue. And so Jesús grasps Thomas’s hand in lieu of his eommand 
in John 20:27, “put your finger here and see my hands.” 

Dürer ehampions the idea that seeing is tantamount to touehing, and that 
both are a firm basis for believing. As if to punetuate the elaim he followed 
the eontemporary praetiee of portraying the Aseension of Jesús (fig. 8) by 
pieturing only the feet of the aseending Jesús at the top of the print, rising in 
mid-air above the mound. Imprinted on the earth beneath him is further 
evidenee of his earthly embodiment: his footprints, left there as tangible 
proof, a kind of photographie imprint or ontologieal traee of the now absent 
savior. We see his feet in the air and their tangible effeet below, linking onee 
again the sensory registers of toueh and sight. Doing so left no doubt in minds 
of the devout regarding Jesús’s bodily resurreetion, and it addueed the image 
itself as a speeial médium of doeumentation. Dürer showed the miraele 
happening—the proeess of Jesús’s gradual invisibility. Cathered about the site 
are eyewitnesses: Mary, Peter, and John, adding further testimony. 



FIGURE 8. Albrecht Dürer, Ascensión of Christ, from Small Passion, 1511. Photo: author. 


A signifícant parí of Dürer’s cycle is dedicated to the visibility of Jesús. 
Most of the images eapture a diserete moment, the instant of revelation or 
divine aetion. In every ease, Dürer’s images endorse seeing as the believer’s 
aeeess to Jesús. Aeeordingly, his image of Thomas refuses to issue Christ’s 
rebuke, maintaining instead that touehing is seeing is believing. This visual 
eredo vindieates Thomas’s empirieism in the interest of image-makers and 
believers whose visual piety eontended that seeing with the longing to toueh 
was itself a powerful form of belief And the inelusion of a seene like the 
appearanee of Jesús to Mary eonfírms that images doeument belief before 
they reeord the past, sinee the past is what it is beeause of the believer’s 
subsequent need to grasp it. 


THE BODY IN EXTENSO 



In the Small Passion and The Crucifixión we see a late medieval piety of 
embodiment redeployed in the visual idiom of the Northern Renaissanee: the 
enfleshment of the Son of God hailed in manifestly visual terms, oeeupying 
the World, expiring in it, resurreeting in it, aseending from it, and retuming a 
final time in order to end it. The body of Jesús shares the world’s matter, lives 
and moves within it, touehes and is touehed by others. In these images we 
eneounter presenee as a bridging of two worlds—^the past and the present. The 
Crucifixión shows the aneient event in a latter-day landseape. And Jesús’s 
appearanee to his mother sews a latter-day belief into the narrative fabrie of 
the New Testament. The images were true for Dürer’s viewers for preeisely 
the reason they seem naive to us. But images, as I have said, are shadows of 
what eomes afier, far more than befare them. The presenee they trigger is the 
reeognition in another guise of what one already knew.^^ 

Another kind of imagery produeed by Dürer seems different than the older 
eoneeption of truth at work in his religious woodeuts. Compare the religious 
visuality or embodiment of the Small Passion imagery with a pieture that the 
artist produeed several years later, near the end of his life (fig. 9). In the text 
aeeompanying this image, Dürer referred to the deviee as a “method of 
eopying an objeet.”^^ A draughtsman sits before a largely undressed woman 
who is serunehed upon the table before him. Seanning her form, the artist 
aligns individual points on the surfaee of her body with eoordinates on the 
intervening grid by means of the pointer before his eye. The resulting 
alignment ereates eoordinates in the lattiee whose mesh of blaek thread 
eorresponds to the squared paper before the artist. He then sueeessively 
transfers points registered on the surfaee of the body in the grid to the paper, 
ereating a matrix of dots that will eomprise the transeribed image. The 
apparatus transforms her three-dimensional body into a eonfiguration of dots 
as a System of two-dimensional information. In effeet, the image is eomposed 
from a set of geometrieal data taken from the model.^^ 

Dürer’s woodeuts diseussed so far exhibit two eoneeptions of the image 
and the body, whieh need further attention in tándem. The religious pietures 
treat the physieal body of Jesús and the spaee in whieh it performed the work 
of saered flesh, the ineamate deity effeeting salvation in the flesh and blood of 
divine saerifiee, seeking to make present what is absent. The Passion imagery 
was experieneed as envisioning the relationship between pious viewers and 
the body of Jesús. In the verse by Chelidonius that appeared with Dürer’s 
woodeut of “Christ Crowned with Thoms” in the Small Passion we read a 
typieal instanee of the piety of empathy and eontrition that eharaeterized 
eontemplations of the Passion among religious and lay alike during the late 
Middle Ages: 



FIGURE 9. Albrecht Dürer, Tracing device, 1525, from Treatise on Measurements, 1538. Photo: author. 
Look you wretched man, you cause of so much pain. 

The holy body is opened all over with wounds. 

Christ, you have been made man so as to make us gods, and 
You have been chained so as to release us from our chains. God 
Tortured with floggings and thoms under an unjust judge, 

You teach us to bear our sorrows with calm resignation. ^ ^ 


Likewise, a homily of 1519 by Martin Luther, “Contemplation of the Passion 
of Christ,” directed the attention of listeners to the ubiquitous imagery of the 
Passion and instrueted them to regard the nails in his hands and the thoms in 
his head as something for whieh they were direetly responsible.^^ Likeness in 
these images meant a direet mapping of the suffering of Christ’s body over 
the penitent body of the viewer. This proeess of imaging was powered by an 
affeetive engine of shame. 


The illustration of the man drawing a reeumbent woman, a seeular image 
that demonstrates a method of eopying images, marks a faseinating step away 
from the late medieval eoneeption of the body and the relationship of the 
image to the body of the viewer. Rather than viewing the image from the guilt 
of having eaused the suffering of Jesús, viewers of images produeed by the 
traeing maehinery that Dürer illustrated would behold the familiar world of 
objeets authoritatively rendered. Whereas Jesús was absent and is made 
presen! to faith in the image, the model in figure 9 lies fully presen! before the 
artist and is replaeed by the meehanieally assisted means of pietorial 
transeription. Dürer promised his readers that they might “render anything 
within reaeh in eorreet perspeetive.”^® The transposition was authentieated by 
the apparatus, whieh operated by reprodueing not only objeets, but the artist’s 
embodied relationship to them. In addition to translating the woman’s body 
into a dematerialized eode, the proeedure transforms the draughtsman 
himself. Submitting to the stmeture of the apparatus, he beeomes a 
meehanieal eye and his body a médium of transeription. The pointer 












metamorphoses his eye, suppressing its action as glancing and scanning 
movements by focusing the eye in a preeise linear projeetion. Like a láser, the 
deviee eonfigures his visión as the emission of a single stream of sight, a 
eontained ray that passes steadily through the grid and marks the surfaee of 
the woman. As a result, she eomprises a eluster of loei that are translated to 
the papen The peneil in the draughtsman’s hand reeords the point before his 
eye. Seeing and touehing are preeisely analogous, even eontiguous. 

Distanee is neeessary for this operation. The testimony of the illustration is 
that to see means to see at a eertain distanee, one that will allow for the 
intervention of the deviee. The meehanieal apparatus requires distanee 
beeause it proposes that seeing is a proeess of abstraetion that holds the two 
bodies, the woman’s and the man’s, in a methodieally diseiplined relation. 
The distillation of the infinite density of points that eompose the surfaee of 
the woman to a diserete eolleetion of nodes eonstitutes a form of remóte 
touehing. It is a meehanieal eontaet, a mathematieal eonversion, a geometry 
that dematerializes the body by virtue of abstraeting it. Seeing, as Dürer’s 
illustration presents it, dissolves a body into a pattem of information, and then 
reassembles it on the page in the form of an image. As sueh, an image is a 
systematie operation that tums the eye of the artist into the eomponent of a 
larger meehanism and a body into the methodieally diseiplined operation of 
the eye. 

The praetiee shown in Dürer’s illustration might seem at first glanee a 
prototype of what Jonathan Crary deseribed as modemity’s “relentless 
abstraetion of the visual,” in whieh “fimetions of the human eye are being 
supplanted by praetiees in whieh visual images no longer have any referenee 
to the position of an observer in a ‘real’, optieally pereeived world.”^^ But 
that would be pushing the eomparison too far. The apparatus in Dürer’s 
illustration was not a form of mass-produetion that redueed the maker to a 
maehine’s attendant. To the eontrary. The task remained the ereation of art. 
The deviee was designed to seeure the privilege of the artist as image-maker. 
Dürer eonveyed in letters his longing for a book that would establish the lost 
methods of the art of painting. Beeause the manuals authored in antiquity 
were lost, Dürer hoped to leam the “seeret art of perspeetive” from living 
artists in Italy when he went there.^^ 

Not leaming everything he wanted during his visits, Dürer also looked to 
nature itself as the souree, stating in his Four Books on Human Proportion 
that one eould extraet art from nature: “Onee eaptured, it will save you from 
many errors in your work. And a great deal of your work ean be given 
eertainty by geometry. But whatever eannot be proven we must leave to 
publie Opinión and to soeiety’s judgment.”^^ This suggests that Dürer’s 


manual and diagrams were intended to seeure the artist’s soeial stature. It was, 
in effeet, the artist he was erafting by eompiling a digest of the artist’s 
teehniques. The operator of his traeing meehanism is what mattered to Dürer, 
for he repeatedly mentions that the artist using the deviee will use it “as you 
like,” “aeeording to one’s wish,” “so as to please you.”^'^ The result was not a 
faetory manufaeture, an item rendered in a serial issuing of identieal pieees, 
but the judgment of the diseeming artist. Stressing stark rupture and historieal 
diseontinuity, Crary distinguished the newness of early-nineteenth-eentury 
seientifie thought and visual teehnologies from foregoing eoneeptions of 
visión. By eontrast, Dürer remains part of the early modem age in whieh the 
oíd and the new were not severed from one another. The apparatus was meant 
for shaping the artist to the maehine that made him different from nonartists 
by faeilitating the reproduetion of objeets. The maehine, as Dürer understood 
it, did not destroy the artist’s will and desire, but enabled them. 

Dürer’s images did two different things: one demonstrated how artists 
might draw objeets before them by engaging a deviee with their bodies, in 
effeet, reembodying themselves for the sake of seeing more truly; the other 
offered images that were intended to engage the bodies of devout viewers in 
emotional refleetion on the saered flesh of Jesús and sank them viseerally into 
their own flesh as the médium of both their eomplieity in Christ’s suffering 
and their own partieipation in his passion. Different as these are, they are not 
so very different in that they both addressed viewers with the eoneem to 
seeure a faithful representation of an original. Figure 9 remembered the 
model’s body that the artist’s eyes had touehed; Figures 5 to 8 sought to 
restore the body of Jesús that believers longed to toueh. Saered and seeular do 
not admit of absoluto differentiation. The “traeing” of the apparatus is no less 
eoneemed with transeribing reality as the Crueifixion image or the illustration 
of Thomas. True, diíTerent orders of “reality” are elearly involved, but late 
medieval Christianity’s eoneem to afflrm the three-dimensional flesh of the 
resurreeted Jesús and the Renaissanee desire to provide artists with a 
meehanieal means of reprodueing objeets for the sake of believable art or 
eonvineing images oeeupied the same eultural spaee and flourished in the 
single mind of an important artist. 

Their similarity does not end there. Both reason and faith rely on 
deeeption. If The Crucifixión fudges on details, and the image of Jesús 
appearing to his mother presumes to eorreet its omission from the Bible, 
Dürer’s studious draughtsman does some “eorreeting” of his own. That is 
beeause morality has a way of foreing rationality and seientifle method to suit 
its demands. This is evident in a subtle, but telling feature of Dürer’s 
reeumbent model. In order to show the methodieal proeedure of visual 
abstraetion, he aetually distorts the image we see, breaking the very laws of 


perspective, measurement, and proportion that were his passion to explícate. 
It is an amusing irony that is apparent in the awkward appearance of the 
woman. She lies on a table abundantly presen!, though not as a person so 
much as a cumbersome, nude still life. Compressed to fít into the fíeld of the 
draughtsman’s visión, her legs are tucked uncomfortably beneath her. In fací, 
her feet vanish, as if into the table’s very surface. For all the “truth” the 
illustration is meant to demónstrate, Dürer’s draughtsman lies resolutely. Or 
shall we not say that Dürer himself deceives us? The artist has pulled the 
female figure out of the perspective system he used to render the table and the 
interior. Rather than drawing her in her proper place atop the table, in which 
case we would view her almost entirely from the side, Dürer has tipped her 
upward and forward in order to display the body in a nearly frontal aspee!. 
She does not recede as she ought, which would mean conforming to the plañe 
of the table and the orthogonals defined by the screen before her. Note the 
plentiful pillows, which do not lie fiatly on the tabletop, but prop her up, 
making her breasts and left arm fully visible, though at the expense of lopping 
off her right foot at the ankle. Abstraction comes at the expense of the lady’s 
body. As a result, she does not belong to the fictive world of the interior, but 
to the viewer’s realm. She reclines uncomfortably on the cusp of two worlds. 

Why the attempt at deception? Is it an awkward stab at sado-voyeurism, 
another example of grisly vivisection conducted by the “male gaze”? If so, 
cultural analysts inclined to that sort of interpretation should thank the artist 
for serving them up such an obvious instance of their theoretical obsession. 
But there are other ways to account for Dürer’s duplicity. If you examine a 
large number of Dürer’s prints and paintings, and the even larger field of 
Renaissance art in Europe, it is not difficult to conclude that artists of that age 
were energetically engaged in producing a certain kind of visibility. They 
wanted to know how seeing was the product of a method. Objects were not 
drawn from tompiates or formulae, as they had been during the Middle Ages, 
but were the result of generativo rules organizing visual fields. An object, in 
other words, was the expression of a system of transposition. The artist no 
longer memorized how to draw horses or boots or human heads, but rather 
practiced the technique of perspective to produce space as a set of relations 
among objects. The organizing principie was the vanishing point—the 
stationary, singular, radial point marked in Dürer’s woodcut by the pointer. It 
is both the vanishing point organizing the picture’s overall composition and 
the vantage point from which the draughtsman plots the model’s position in 
space. That point is the intersection of the pictorial world we seo and the 
world the draughtsman observes before him. For him, the pointer is absoluto: 
he subordinates himself to it, letting this point define him in the varying 
position of his surveying eye. This point instrumentalizes his body so that he 



can transform hers into a constellation of points on the page before him. 

So the question once again: why did Dürer place the figure out of kilter? 
Shouldn’t he have wanted to insert her seamlessly, homogenously into the 
fabric of space he otherwise wove so nicely? After all, what could better 
corrobórate the valué of the method or technique that he advocates? Setting 
aside the unlikely prospect that he simply made a mistake, Dürer may have 
done so in order to show what we imagine the man is drawing. The artist 
cheats so that visión can appear to happen as it ought to. One might note the 
phallic point of the optical device that morphs the draughtsman’s visión into a 
penetrating line of sight. This suggests a reason for the artisfs deception. If he 
had drawn the woman “correctly,” we would see something inappropriate. 
Not her intimate parts, which would be hidden from our view. Instead, we 
would be watching the draughtsman doing so, peering between the woman’s 
legs like a sixteenth-century gynecologist. As it is, the woman’s violation of 
the logic of the visual field preserves something of her and his virtue. The 
artist gazes on her knees and thighs, as viewers of the image do. Taken in this 
manner, the image does not show us what the artist would see, but what he 
ought to see given the tempering effect of propriety. As if to underscore the 
point of decorum in what is clearly an awkward image, Dürer covered the 
lady’s genitals with drapery, which she demurely appears to adjust as our 
stolid draughtsman goes about his scientifíc business. Because the measure of 
modesty would not have been necessary if she’d been consistently drawn 
according to the rules of perspective, the gesture only accents the absurdity of 
her situation. Yet the absurdity makes a subtle point: even method bows to 
modesty. Dürer may have wished to avoid the predicament of Sartre’s 
protagonist caught in flagrante peeping through a keyhole. As it were, he 
sought to avoid the shame that drove the viewer of his image of the scourged 
Christ in the Small Passion. So Dürer’s persona tumed his model toward the 
viewer, proving thereby that he was not gazing inappropriately. He was a 
painter, not a peeper. 

In both religious and nonreligious imagery, Dürer evinces the way in 
which seeing is shaped by conviction and social mores, but more importantly 
how seeing is an interface of the body and the world. Seeing is a form of 
touching or tracing, a beholding, and a collaboration of the entire body with 
its environment. Seeing is not, even in the case of the optical machination of 
reproducing appearances, a disembodiment. It is rather a reembodiment, an 
extensión of sensation. We see with the body, with the embodied eye. 
Demonstrating how this occurs, especially in the visual culture of religión, is 
the aim of this study. 



BODY, MINO, IMAGE 


What do Dürer’s woodcuts suggest about seeing? Arguably several things. 
First, that images cheat, willfully distorting for the sake of demonstration. 
Even the most mechanical procedure is not what it seems because seeing is 
fiindamentally engaged in what one ought to see. That is beeause seeing is not 
merely biologieal, but eonstmeted of múltiple sourees. The world as it 
appears to viewers arrives bearing a eertain order eonsisting of moral, soeial, 
historieal, artistie, and religious features that appear quite natural unless we 
diseem the joints that betray the manufaeture. Presenee, as I pointed out, is a 
eompelling sense of reeognizing what one already knew—^by virtue of faith or 
teehnique. Seeond, seeing is elosely related to touehing. Relying on faith or 
belief, seeing promises that touehing will follow. Seeing is believable 
preeisely beeause it is akin to touehing. Finally, Dürer’s imagery suggests that 
seeing is part of the body, even if it eontrives all manner of deviees for trying 
to eonvinee us otherwise. The means by whieh we see is a proeess of 
embodiment, a formation of the body. We beeome the médium of visión, 
taking it into ourselves, identifying it with our bodies, projeeting our senses 
outward through it. We do so in order to stabilize sensation, to eneode what 
we behold with the feeling of objeetivity, and to eneounter ourselves and one 
another in a form and rhetorie that organize the world around us into a 
meaningful soeial order. 

But more direetly, we might ask about the signifieanee of Dürer’s method 
of reprodueing objeets for the history of European visual eulture. The traeing 
deviee he illustrates undertook a meehanieal extensión of the body engaged in 
the aet of visión. The print marks the beginning of a long historieal 
development in whieh the body beeomes an instrument, or is subordinated to 
an instrument that extends visión from beyond the organie body. The visual 
piety that informed the images of the Small Passion understood thinking as 
inherently imagistie. The médium of thought was images. As Luther put it in 
an essay defending the use of images against the destruetive marauding of the 
Bilderstürmers in 1525: “it is impossible for me to hear and bear in mind [the 
Passion of Christ] without forming mental images of it in my heart.”^^ The 
Small Passion provided a visual lexieon of pious meditations, a mobile set of 
arehetypal devotional images for installation in the heart and mind. 

Comparison of the two eoneeptions of images informing the Small Passion 
and the illustration of the traeing deviee reveáis a pivotal tum in visual 
eulture. Both eoneeptions of imagery were about eredible imitation, but they 
ultimately served different ideas of likeness. The late medieval ideal of 
imitatio Christi meant eonforming the self to the example of Jesús. The 
images of the Passion were visual formulae of pathos designed to elieit an 


empathetic response. The tracing machine imitated appearances by converting 
three-dimensional objects into points of information or geometrical signs on a 
flat surface. Where the Small Passion imagery observed the iconographical 
tradition of an important genre of late medieval devotional piety, the tracing 
machine, by contrast, made seeing a method, something humans rationalized, 
controlled, and relied upon to introduce a critical distance between the self 
and the world-object that it contemplated. Dürer instructed his readers who 
used the device to “place the object to be drawn a good distance away” so that 
the grid might be stationed between the draughtsman and the object.^^ In this 
space Dürer sought to erect the sovereign realm of the artist. He located there 
the techniques or “secret art” of method. The object was translated into the 
special code of points, lines, and planes—signs from which appearances were 
constructed. Likeness was a geometrical effect. 

Dürer’s apparatus may anticípate at least one important aspect of the study 
of visión produced by Descartes a century later in his treatise, The Dioptrics 
(1637). There Descartes set out to topple the imagist model of cognition by 
arguing for the discontinuity of extemal appearances and the operation of 
thought. Do not assume, he wamed his readers, “as philosophers ordinarily 
do, that it is necessary for sensation that the soul should contémplate certain 
images transmitted by objects to the brain.”^^ Descartes noted that 
isomorphism was not necessary, since even the most minimal features and 
“imperfect resemblance” can suggest a particular body: “engravings, which 
consist merely of a little ink spread over paper, represen! to us forests, towns, 
men and even battles and tempests.”^^ And he made his point in a telling way 
by reverting frequently to a blind man’s use of two sticks to “see.” Descartes 
considered the blind man’s reliance only on sticks that sweep and tap to be 
irrefutable evidence against the ancient theory of the emanation of images 
from objects and their reception in the mind. The blind man’s ability to see 
without seeing meant that visión needed to be understood in a nonvisual 
register. Cognition did not rely on images. “When our blind man touches 
bodies with his stick, they certainly transmit nothing to him; they merely set 
his stick in motion in different ways, according to their different qualities, and 
thus likewise set in motion the nerves of his hand, and the points of origin of 
these nerves in his brain; and this is what occasions the souTs perception of 
various qualities in the bodies, corresponding to the various sorts of 
disturbance that they produce in the brain.”^^ The optic nerve registers 
movement, disturbance, agitation—not images. It is the sense of touch, 
Merleau-Ponty rightly observed, on which “the Cartesian concept of visión is 
modeled.”^^ The blind man’s sticks are a device comparable to Dürer’s 
tracing apparatus inasmuch as each generates signs that constitute the means 
of representation, though one is cognitive and the other pictorial. Each point 


registered in the grid of Dürer’s machine corresponds to one tap of the blind 
man’s stick. 

The differenee that Deseartes posited between the neural registration of 
sensory disturbanees and the objeets stimulating sensation eorresponded to 
the differenee between mind and body, his philosophy’s all-important 
distinetion. In his stmggle to establish an enduring foundation for 
philosophieal reasoning, Deseartes detaehed the mind from the senses, 
marking a sharp distinetion between the mind or soul, “puré substanee” and 
therefore immortal, and the body, an aggregation of material things, and 
therefore perishable.^^ Dürer’s apparatus, the argument proeeeds, separates 
the ego from body by pulling the eyes out of the body and subordinating them 
to the apparatus of whieh they and the rest of the body are a part. And so 
Dürer and Deseartes belong to a new, early modem metaphysieal ideology or 
“seopie regime,” one that is resolutely dualist and eonstrueted as a distant, 
disembodied gaze. 

Dualism is useful for seeuring a eertain notion of the human self, the deity, 
and a very meehanieal aeeount of the body as maehine, as Deseartes’ work 
suggests. But dualism is weak when it eomes to working out the preeise 
interaetions of mind (or soul) and body. But even in dualist eonstruetions, the 
faet remains that human beings universally exhibit the praetiee of integrating 
tools and other deviees into the repertoire of their bodies. Human beings 
embody almost anything. The body is not statie, but ineessantly appropriating 
the World about it in order to extend itself by arehiteeture, eostume, weapon, 
or other implement, by dreams, eestasy, and apparition, by any manner of 
modifying sensation, by any means that will bring the world eloser, transform 
it into an ideal versión, imbue it with feeling, or seeure or stabilize it for the 
sake of endowing human soeiety with a greater purehase on survival. In the 
instanee of Dürer’s print, the use of the apparatus abstraets visión by 
meehanizing the body of the image-maker. By virtue of the interfaee between 
his eye and the apparatus, the draughtsman’s body is extended and made part 
of a meehanism. This suggests that his alienation of ego and body, the 
excorporation of the eye, should be understood as part of the larger history of 
human embodiment. He partieipated in the historieal development of a new 
way of touehing and seeing. Beholding beeomes a method of visual touehing 
or registration. Dürer’s illustration begins to reembody visión, even if the 
body in question is not purely organie. But then, it never is “purely” anything 
with humans. Tool makers by definition, human beings have used teleseopes, 
speetaeles, head-ware sueh as masks or brimmed hats, helmets with visors, 
eosmeties, theatrieal lighting, gauze, smoke, darkness, stained glass, and any 
number of other deviees to extend or otherwise modify visión. It is not an 
exaggeration to say that homo faber is the speeies eharaeterized by its deft 


transformation of an organic body into inorganic mechanisms or techniques. 
Homo faber is never contení with the body as such because the unfinished 
body is the very basis of human eulture. Stretehing, shrinking, trimming, 
bulking, thinning, painting, perfuming, searring, impaling, dressing, and 
tattooing the body: these are only some of the things that human beings do to 
extend individual bodies into eolleetive or soeial bodies, to make one body 
part of something larger to join it to a shared way of seeing. The power of the 
reembodied eye is seeing in an expanded regime of embodiment. 

The human body is eonstantly reaehing beyond itself, transforming objeets 
into extensions of itself. Forever unfinished, the body experienees an organie 
relation with the ambient world in all forms of sensation. Merleau-Ponty 
eonveyed this powerfully in his Phenomenology of Perception: “My body is 
the fabrie into whieh all objeets are woven, and it is, at least in relation to the 
pereeived world, the general instrument of my ‘eomprehension.’ He 
retumed to this intimaey of objeets and the body later in his book when he 
diseussed the pereeption of things: “The thing is inseparable from a person 
pereeiving it, and ean never be aetually in itóe^beeause its artieulations are 
those of our very existenee, and beeause it stands at the other end of our gaze 
or at the terminus of a sensory exploration whieh invests it with humanity. To 
this extent, every pereeption is a eommunieation or a eommunion, the taking 
up or eompletion by us of some extraneous intention or, on the other hand, the 
eompleted expression outside ourselves of our pereeptual powers and a 
eoition, so to speak, of our body with things.In eontrast to Deseartes’ 
segregation of mind or soul as “thinking thing” from the body and senses, this 
book, in sympathy with Merleau-Ponty, argües that objeets are part of the self, 
that we do not merely use them, that they eomplete us.^"^ The sexual feature 
that some may denounee in Dürer’s illustrated apparatus might altematively 
be seen as the “eoition” that Merleau-Ponty observed as the intímate fit 
between the human body and the world of things that eonstitutes pereeption. 
Rather than sexualizing pereeption, as nightmarishly visualized in Magritte’s 
painting (see fig. 4), however, the ehallenge that Merleau-Ponty’s work issues 
is to refiise to aeeept sensation as a passive presentation of the world in 
serviee to the remóte eogito, the distant, disembodied, male eye /1. Instead, 
Merleau-Ponty wished to understand pereeption as a thorough eooperation or 
eollaboration with the world. 

In a later text, Merleau-Ponty argued that “we must rediseover the 
strueture of the pereeived world through a proeess similar to that of an 
areheologist.”^^ Knowledge as abstraetion, he eontended, tends to bury what 
the body knows beneath the propositions of generalization. By digging 
beneath these, Merleau-Ponty believed that we would uneover the primary 
role of pereeption. Sensory qualities would no longer be taken as “indivisible 


‘givens’, which are simply exhibited to a remóte eonseiousness—a favorite 
idea of elassieal philosophy. We see too that eolors ... are themselves 
different modalities of or eo-existenee with the world. We also find that 
spatial forms or distanees are not so mueh relations between points in 
objeetive spaee as they are relations between these points and a eentral 
perspeetive—our body.”^^ This is espeeially evident in Dürer’s illustration of 
the traeing maehine where we see that disembodying the eye is aetually a 
reembodiment of it under the regime or diseipline of a deviee and method. 

Merleau-Ponty sharply eritieized Deseartes’ Dioptrics as a dismantling of 
seeing qua image-making. He eomplained that in the Cartesian analysis of 
visión “ieons lose their powers. As vividly as an etehing ‘represents’ forests, 
towns, men, battles, storms, it does not resemble them. It is only a bit of ink 
put down here and there on the paper.”^^ For Merleau-Ponty, seeing was 
about resemblanee, not intervening signs of interpretation. And this urges us 
to see Dürer’s apparatus onee again as a deviee for produeing resemblanee. 
The signs or geometrieal eoordinates that eonvert the objeet for transposition 
are finally eonneeted into a single image that magieally emerges on the page, 
and so beeomes a “traee.” One imagines in the following eomplaint about 
Deseartes that Merleau-Ponty might have seen in Dürer’s deviee an interfaee 
between body and world that was the areh-operation of pereeption: “The 
magie of intentional speeies—^the oíd idea of effeetive resemblanee as 
suggested by mirrors and paintings—loses its final argument if [as Deseartes 
would have it] the entire poteney of a painting is that of a text to be read, a 
text totally free of promiseuity between the seeing and the seen.”^^ How 
better to explain Dürer’s imposition of distorting the woman and eovering her 
genitals? Even as his illustration promoted the deviee for meehanieally 
reprodueing appearanees, he reasserted the primaey of the image as a moral 
likeness, a seduetion that preserves the virtue of the beloved. It tums out that 
we think in images after all. Mere teehnology would have eommitted an 
impropriety and showed the draughtsman to be a Sartrean voyeur. 

We need objeets as mueh as they need us, whieh is one powerful way in 
whieh human beings regard the world’s intimate relation to themselves. There 
are, of eourse, others, sueh as a rational-instrumental mode, whieh sees the 
world as a range of speeimens to be objeetified within taxonomies of 
elassifieation; the diseiplinary gaze deseribed by Miehel Foueault; or the 
eapitalist mode, whieh sees the world as aetual or potential eommodities for 
eonsumption. But even these are not sharply distinguished from material 
eeonomies of the saered. Marx’s famous “eommodity fetish” is a good 
example of the overlap between eapitalism and belief or magie. And most 
versions of rationalism from Aristotle to modem natural theology or the 
hymnists of the Supreme Being overseeing the pageantry of the Freneh 


Revolution do not hesitate to rely on a deity to provide for the origin and even 
the ongoing maintenance of the universe. Dürer’s print helps us recognize 
something important about human visión and sensation generally: it is not 
puré and it is always embodied, even in the proeess of reembodying that 
allows the eyes to see within the body of another person or group, or one’s 
own body transformed by teehnique or deviee. The embodied eye means that 
seeing is never independent of touehing, hearing, feeling, and the 
manipulation of the body and environment; and that the study of religious 
seeing is the study of embodiment. The magie of images tums on their 
promise to reeover what was lost, or overlooked, and to eover what should not 
be left bare. 



CHAPTER 3 


Ways of Seeing 


The previous chapters showed that seeing is embodied, even when visión is 
idealized, abstraeted, meehanized, or blinded. The many praetiees of 
diseiplining visión temper it, indeed, appear to disembody it, but eaeh aet of 
training visión is a praetiee of strueturing the body in whieh seeing happens. 
In this ehapter I will argüe that seeing tends to happen in routines, in what I 
eall ways of seeing, by whieh I mean repeated proeedures that organize 
elements of seeing into eharaeteristie fields or gazes. This is not to suggest 
that visión is a meehanieal proeedure that ignores eultural or individual 
idiosynerasies. In faet, it is the eonfiguration of somatie and soeial bodies in 
ways of seeing that oeeupies my greatest interest. I want to suggest that we 
may study seeing as a variety of gazes that link the sight of one body to 
another. Individuáis share ways of seeing, whieh are forms of soeiality. To 
see, in other words, is to see for oneself, but also with others, and thereby to 
see with the eyes of a soeial body. Furthermore, I will argüe that a way of 
seeing is the historieal development of a visual routine that organizes a visual 
field, enaeting within its strueture the desire, fear, eompanionship or authority 
that shape visual experienee. But rather than theorize this in abstraeto, it is 
mueh easier to proeeed from a eonerete instanee, whieh harbors within it a 
range of implieations for the understanding of seeing. 

THE DISCIPLINE OF SEEING 

At a vendor’s stall in a park in Sao Bernardo do Campo, Brazil, I eame aeross 
a faseinating statuette of the head of Jesús (fig. 10). Perehed amidst the 
vendor’s wares, the objeet presented itself at first sight as a bust. But as I 
approaehed it, I realized with some surprise that it was eoneave, as if it were a 
negative imprint molded from an original. Strangely, the flesh eolor and the 
Soft eoloration of the hair and beard reversed the form, transforming the shape 



into a positive. The eyes of the figure were also striking: rhinestones fioating 
in light blue irises sparkled as I moved, drawing my attention to them and 
suggesting the feeling that the faee was looking at me. At first I thought the 
objeet was for sale, so I pieked it up. The vendor watehed me elosely. I asked 
him how mueh he would eharge for it. His ñame was Antonio and he said the 
objeet was not for sale. As I earefully retumed the head to its plaee, he asked 
me to notiee that Jesús saw everything: from any angle he looked at me. To 
deseribe to me the kind of power the image possessed, Antonio motioned with 
his Índex finger shooting like a dart from his eyes. I moved my head from 
side to side and noted that he was right: the figure eontinued to gaze direetly 
at me. 

The teehnieal term for the eyes is omnivoyant. Antonio would not sell the 
objeet beeause this all-seeing image of Jesús proteeted his wares from thieves, 
tirelessly vigilant, seeing anything that Antonio himself might miss. The 
power of the image, at least for Antonio, eonsisted of its ability to induee in 
potential thieves the eonseiousness of being watehed, not just by the owner, 
but by someone of eonsiderably greater moral authority. By bodily 
performing the manner of seeing in order to explain the objeet’s power to me, 
Antonio demonstrated the assertive, projeetile nature of the image’s aet of 
seeing. By faeing any and all viewers at any possible angle, the image squared 
off with their bodies, easting them in a panoptieal gaze, a look that did not 
allow them invisibility. They were watehed as they stood over Antonio’s 
goods and were thereby indueed to restrain their ill intentions. At least, that 
was the desired effeet. The power of the image eonsisted of eompelling a 
viseeral sense of intimidation or waming. It was not as strong as the 
existentially shameful sense of being eaught while peeping through a keyhole, 
as Sartre deseribed the assaulting look of the other. But the image meant 
business—for the potential thief as well as for Antonio. 

The more I thought about the image, the more it revealed a marvelous 
visual history. Why was it fashioned in a eoneave manner? Very likely, this 
was a seulptural interpretation of the Veil of Veroniea, an image traditionally 
understood to have been produeed by Jesús himself when he pressed his faee 
in a eloth handed to him as he made his arduous way to Calvary (fig. 11). The 
unusual eoneave aspeet of the image, the portrait quality, and the steady gaze 
at the viewer strongly suggested to me that the statuette was a three- 
dimensional versión of the Veroniea, and one that eaptured very nieely the 
eorporeal origin of the image, a faee wiped from the very body of Jesús. The 
idea implies that the human faee is the arehetype of the image, and we might 
suggest the souree of the power of images, that is, their ability to eome to life 
as artists of the Veil of Veroniea have been so fond of showing. I asked 
Antonio if he knew the story of Veroniea. He replied that he did not. 



FIGURE 10. Omnivoyant bust of Jesús, Sao Paulo, Brazil, 2008. Photo: author. 


According to medieval tradition, Jesús reeeived the eloth from a woman 
named Veroniea.^ Veronieas are images that show the saered xerography 
ereated by Jesús on the day of his death. The visual formula of a Veroniea is 
the portrait image of Jesús gazing plaeidly and direetly at the viewer. This 
kind of image first emerged in Eastem Christianity as early as the sixth 
eentury and beeame popular in the Latin West later, espeeially in the twelfth 
eentury and afterward. In 1453 Nieholas of Cusa published The Vision oj 
God, a mystieal, theologieal refleetion oeeasioned by eontemplating a 
painting of the Veroniea by the important artist Rogier van der Weyden, 
possibly the Veroniea reprodueed here (see fíg. 11). For Nieholas, the 
experienee of being seen by Jesús was not entrapping or intimidating, but 
quite the opposite. He invited the observer to note that the gaze trained on 
several monks gathered about the painting was a moving expression of the 
divine nature of love: see “how diligently it is eoneemed for eaeh one, as if it 
were eoneemed for no one else, but only for him who experienees that he is 
seen by it.”^ Nieholas eonsidered the gaze of the Veroniea as an instanee of 
God’s regard for the human soul: “O Lord, Your seeing is loving; and just as 
Your gaze regards me so attentively that it never tums away from me, so 
neither does Your love. . .. You embraee me with a steadfast look.”^ The look 
was a loving embraee in this instanee, and the threat of punishment in the ease 






of Antonio’s sentinel. He tumed the benevolent tradition into a defensive 
gaze. This is quite elear from the text serawled on the base of the figure by 
whoever sold the image to Antonio. What was originally a message of 
eomfort beeame a message of waming, transformed by Antonio’s use of the 
image: “meu olhar te aeompanha” (my gaze goes with you). If the image’s 
produeer intended a pastoral message of eontinual presenee for devotees of 
Jesús, Antonio sharpened and redireeted the meaning in order to dissuade 
thieves: there is no hiding or eseaping from the eyes of the omnivoyant Lord."^ 
The statement speaks what the eyes do, addressing the reader in the first 
person just as the eyes regard eaeh viewer. 



FIGURE 11. Rogier van der Weyden, Saint Verónica, detall from right wing of Crucifixión Altar, ca. 
1440. Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna, Austria. Nimatallah / Art Resource, NY. 


Already two ways of seeing are apparent: a reciprocal gaze, in whieh the 
image retums the gaze of the viewer (or viee versa); and a unilateral gaze, in 


which the direction of visión moves dominantly from one party (the image) to 
another (the viewer), in which case the viewer may feel something like Sartre 
caught in the act of peeping; or the viewer may resort to furtive glances 
against the current of the commanding glare. In addition to the gaze, there is 
the object or image to consider; the setting in which the image is presented; 
the viewer who encounters the image with a particular disposition; and other 
viewers, whose experience is shaped collectively by their relation to one 
another. And finally there is the archive, in this case the story and tradition 
and all other images of the Verónica that inform the participant’s 
understanding of Jesús. The image instantiates all of this. The referent of all 
of this is “Jesús,” the product of the gaze, the apprehension of faithful seeing. 
This referent is accessed in the networked configuration of a visual fíeld and 
the archive of representations of him that enable the viewer to recognize an 
image as portraying Jesús. The referent is the motif that comes to life in the 
visual field, arriving in a gripping moment of enchantment to behold the 
viewer through the animated mask of the image. 

To see is to enter into a long history of seeing, to submit to the discipline 
of visual structures that medíate the authority of a teacher, ruler, institution, or 
Saint. The sacred, in this way of thinking, is constructed within particular 
configurations of image, viewers, archive, and setting. Each of these elements 
form varying networks of relations. The archive plays a special role in the 
recognition of the sacred by linking the viewer to tradition, which the image 
updates or brings to life. How does a viewer look at an image and recognize 
him as Jesús? The image is part of a concatenation of images, a long chain of 
visual references that eventually vanishes in the past. Visual traditions are 
sources that inform or condition what a viewer sees. An image of Jesús will 
likely be one that performs within a repertoire of images known to the viewer. 
The image that instantiates this archive within the immediate context of need 
and community will reveal itself with forcé to the viewer as the likeness of 
Jesús. Likeness depends on what a viewer wants Jesús to be like—his 
appearance corresponds to his person and what the viewer seeks from him. 
An archive offers a large variety of Jesuses. Finding the suitable one means 
finding the Jesús who speaks to one’s situation. Because the archive is often 
housed within oíd memories dating from childhood, hovering on the dim edge 
of consciousness, finding an image that vivifies them may come with a 
powerful grip of recognition.^ 

In order to understand the cultural construction of seeing, it is necessary to 
grasp its historicity. Human visión is both social and biological. Biology itself 
enables human sociality, but I mean that seeing is both leamed and 
biologically inherited. What concems me is the ways in which biological acts 
of seeing are deeply infiected by culture, how seeing is disciplined or trained 


over time to perform in eertain ways. This happens in the way parents teaeh 
ehildren, but this training is a médium for eonveying and instilling praetiees 
and teehniques shared with eontemporaries as well as foregoing generations 
going baek many eenturies. A way of seeing ean be historieally understood as 
transmitting distinetive soeial relations worked out over time. In this sense, a 
gaze is a visual marshalling of foree that enaets a eharaeteristie set of soeial 
relations. Embedded in sueh visual routines or diseiplines are power relations, 
or at least the traees of their historieal artieulation. Take, for example, the 
history of the Veil of Veroniea. 

The image of Jesús known as the Veil of Veroniea is similar to many other 
stories of images not made by human beings. These stories emerged in the 
early Byzantine era and testify to the inextrieably religious and politieal 
power of images. One of these stories dates to the sixth eentury c.e..^ 
Sometime after 560 in Cappadoeia, the story goes, a pagan woman named 
Hypatia found a portrait in a pond she reeognized as Jesús. She eonverted to 
Christianity when the image transferred itself to her mantle. When the ehureh 
in whieh the image had been plaeed was destroyed by barbarian raiders, the 
loeal authorities took the image in publie proeession to attraet support and 
donations for the reeonstruetion of the ehureh. By 574 the original image had 
been installed in the imperial eolleetion of relies in Constantinople. There it 
eontinued to produee miraeulous eopies of itself, and it also healed the siek. 
Another, even earlier story of a similar nature relates that the pagan King 
Abgar of Edessa, suffering from an ineurable disease, invited Jesús to eome 
heal him. Jesús sent a diseiple instead, on whose faee the king saw a visión 
and was healed when the diseiple laid hands on him, and then Abgar 
eonverted. Averil Cameron argües that the story developed a pietorial aspeet 
in the late sixth eentury, when Evagrius, the Orthodox writer, told the aeeount 
of Edessa’s eseape from Persian aggression.^ In that versión, Jesús told 
Thomas to take to Abgar an image of himself made by pressing a eloth to his 
dampened faee. The image resulted in Abgar’s healing and eonversion.^ 

That images of heavenly origin would be assoeiated with vietory over 
rivals is not surprising when we eonsider that this was a eommon praetiee in 
the aneient Greek world. Ewa Kuryluk, for example, points to the triumph of 
the Greeks over Troy issuing from the removal of the image of Athena, fallen 
from heaven, from the goddess’s temple at Troy by Odysseus and Diomedes.^ 
Seholars have noted that the story of the Mandylion, or eloth of Abgar, 
beeame popular in Byzantium during the leonoelastie Controversy in the 
eighth eentury, when the authority of the “true” image of Jesús lent legitimaey 
to the eause of ieon venerators.^^ In 944, the emperors Romanos and 
Constantino VII were able to seeure the Mandylion from the Muslim ruler of 


Edessa and bring it to Constantinople, where it was victoriously received. The 
image was escorted “round the outside of the walls [of the city] as far as the 
Golden Gate, and then entered the eity with high psalmody, hymns, and 
spiritual songs and boundless light from torehes and, gathering together a 
proeess of the whole people, they eompleted their joumey through the eity 
eenter; they thought that beeause of this the eity would reeeive holiness and 
greater strength and would thus be kept safe and remain impregnable 
forever.”^^ The image healed the lame and performed other miraeles. After 
stopping in the Hagia Sophia, where the image was laid on the throne of 
merey, it was taken to the imperial palaee, where it was plaeed on the throne 
and venerated by the eourt before being installed in the palaee ehapel, “for the 
glory of the faithful, for the proteetion of the emperor, and to ensure the safety 
of the whole State and the Christian eommunity.”^^ 

Innoeent III, Román pontiff from 1198 to 1216 and inaugurator of the 
Fourth Crusade, wished to promote the Veroniea motif over the older and 
distinetly Byzantine legend of Abgar’s Mandylion.^^ The Latinization of 
Veroniea would have served the preaeher of the Crusade. Although the Fourth 
Crusade went woefully off-seript by perpetrating violenee against 
Constantinople, Innoeent had eertainly wanted to assert the priority of the 
Fatin rite and the preeminenee of the papaey, whieh the Byzantines had 
rejeeted. Asserting the honor of the Veroniea as the true image elearly suited 
Fatin interests. In 1216 Innoeent issued a prayer addressed to the image of the 
Veroniea and affixed an indulgenee of ten days to the reeitation of the prayer 
before the image.Innoeent’s eampaign to eultivate honor for the Veroniea, 
to use it as what one seholar has ealled “a publie magnef ’ for attraeting ñmds 
to support the hospital that Innoeent had established, started a long history of 
speeial regard in the late Middle Ages and beyond.^^ 

For Innoeent and his eontemporaries, the objeet was a relie, sheathed in 
preeious metal and displayed on ritual oeeasions, indulgeneed, and venerated 
as one of a kind. But over the eourse of the next eentury and more, the 
Veroniea beeame an ieon. During the fourteenth eentury, the Veroniea was 
added to the arma Christi, the instruments used by Román soldiers to torment 
Jesús. This was no doubt the eonsequenee of regarding the Veroniea as a 
blood relie, formed by the blood on Christ’s faee when he held the eloth to his 
faee. But it was as an ieon that the Veroniea underwent reproduetion without 
losing its saered status. Relies were partible to very small pareéis of matter 
without forfeiting the presenee and effieaey of the saered. The Veroniea was 
not pareeled out literally, but it did have a history of reprodueing itself on 
several oeeasions. What allowed it to be reprodueed almost ad infinitum as 
print and painting in the late Middle Ages was the ieonie gaze of Christ, 


which, as Nicholas of Cusa’s discussion of it shows, was capable of 
conveying the being or presence of the image’s prototype. The Verónica 
maintained the aura of its source precisely because the act of Jesús looking at 
the viewer was copied. The relie was not the cloth that touched his face, but 
the image of his looking. And this was a unique mode of visuality in the West. 
There had long been sacred images that performed miracles. But the Verónica 
introduced a new sensibility in Latin Christendom, as evidenced by Cusa’s 
remarks: the visual piety of seeing and being seen as a way of entering the 
presence of God.^^ 

The Verónica appeared commonly in concert with images of other relies 
and the arma Christi in portrayals of the Mass of St. Gregory, such as the late- 
fifteenth-century engraving by Israel van Meckenem (fíg. 12), where we see 
an astonished Gregory saying Mass in the midst of attendants and a large 
company of onlookers. The scene portrays the very instant of Gregory’s 
consciousness of the miracle of the appearance of Christ in the sarcophagus 
on the altar. He and his attendants appear to gesture in surprise while the 
crowds to either side of them remain fixed on the three figures before the 
altar. The image of Gregory’s Mass has been seen by some as late medieval 
affirmation of transubstantiation: the ritual metamorphosis of the bread and 
wine of the Eucharist into the body and blood of the sacrificially crucified 
Jesús. The axial alignment of the Verónica far above, the Cross, the body of 
Jesús, and the Communion chalice seems to suggest as much. And it is 
noteworthy that no host appears—^the empty píate for the host is only half 
visible beneath the cloth on which the chalice stands, suggesting that Jesús 
himself is the bread of the Eucharistic meal.^^ Yet stressing the origins and 
ritualistic nature of the elements of the Eucharist is one thing; arguing 
pictorially for the metaphysics of transubstantiation is another. The doctrine 
of transubstantiation, as Caroline Bynum has pointed out, though established 
by the Fourth Lateran Council in 1215, was not officially defined until the 
Council of Trent, in responso to the Protestant Reformation’s heterodox 
interpretation of the Eucharist. There was no prevailing need to defend the 
doctrine in so widespread a fashion before then. Bynum directs our attention 
to the fact that what the viewer of the image “always sees is the possibility of 
seeing.”^® Others within the scene, sometimes Gregory and usually most if 
not all of those attending him, do not see the miracle of the Man of Sorrows 
appearing before them. But the viewer does. 



FIGURE 12. Israel van Meckenem, The Mass of Saint Gregory, ca. 1490-1500. Engraving, 46.8 x 29.5 
cm. 441LR. Photo: Madeleine Coursaget, Louvre, París, France. Courtesy Réunion des Musées 
Nationaux / Art Resource, NY. 

What then is the image’s purpose? We might see in it a visual engagement 
of contemporary viewers, a concern to show them the grandeur of elerieal 
authority, to teaeh them something about seeing as the reeognition of power. 
The sumptuous detail of Gregory’s liturgieal dress and the pageantry of those 
with him (two Cardinals flanking the altar hold the pope’s tiara and eross; 
behind them stand two bishops), the solemn liturgieal moment, the preeious 
eodex and fínely appointed altar all underseore that this rite of penanee and 
forgiveness was eondueted by the elerieal offiee. The faet that many 
depietions of the Mass of St. Gregory were indulgeneed eonfirms the 
suspieion that beholding the seene was keyed to penanee. The ehureh’s 
exereise of the Offiee of the Keys was elearly a reason to foeus the viewer’s 
attention on the eeremonial aetion of the priesthood. The presenee of priests 




in such regalía recalls the words of the Fourth Lateran Council, convened by 
Innocent III, in establishing transubstantiation as dogma: “surely no one can 
accomplish this sacrament except a priest who has been rightly ordained 
according to the keys of the Church which Jesús Christ Himself conceded to 
the Apostles and to their successors.”^^ Joseph Koemer has aptly suggested 
that “images of the Mass of St. Gregory celebrated clerical agency.”^^ Indeed, 
the way in which the clergy are shown urges us to concur that the scene 
foregrounds the ritual efficacy of the priest, who is typically shown bearing 
the crucified figure on his richly embroidered cope. In the versión reproduced 
here, Gregory’s round tonsure echoes the chalice above it and the halo of 
Christ further up. Christ himself responds to the authority of the priest’s 
words of consecration, an obedient revivification, which the sober demeanor 
of the Verónica above affirms by calmly gazing beyond the scene, into the 
World of the viewer. The risen Jesús validates the priest’s office with a somber 
look that is transmitted to the group crowded about the altar. Nearest Gregory 
are prelates and churchmen of various rank, including the offices of the 
ecclesial hierarchy invested with the authority to perform the Mass. In this 
setting and in its high placement, the Verónica becomes a crown or visual seal 
of ecclesial authority. 

The motif of the Mass of St. Gregory was another late medieval 
concoction (neither the Verónica ñor the instruments of the Passion had any 
role in the older traditions of St. Gregory’s visión), part of the cult of relies, 
especially those associated with the blood of Christ, which enjoyed great 
popularity in Netherlandish and Germán territories in the thirteenth and 
fourteenth centuries.^^ Yet the tendency to worship the blood of Jesús and 
associate the Verónica with its cultic display led some to redirect the 
interpretation of the iconic image of Christ. This is where Nicholas of Cusa 
enters the narrative with his limpid interpretation of the gaze of Christ as a 
living presence. As Bynum has put it, “Not concemed with the fate of 
particular particles or relies, Cusa’s argument that neither Christ’s blood ñor 
his humanity was ever separated from divinity is at heart a worried concern to 
keep Christ ontologically whole.”^"^ The presence of Christ was not registered 
in relies of blood, but in the penetrating and omnivoyant gaze that addresses 
each viewer with poignant regard. 

Our abbreviated account ends abmptly in 1527, when Lutheran imperial 
soldiers from Germany occupied the city of Rome and hauled out the 
Verónica for auction in a tavem, a rowdy indignity that conveyed Protestant 
disregard for the papacy and its propaganda póster of Jesús. It was an ignoble 
end for an image that represented a long history of mediating divine power for 
use in human affairs. 


In such condensad form the histories of the Mandylion and the Veroniea 
bear a eharaeteristie pattem of mediating the interests of power at emeial 
junetures. The “tme image,” the image “not made by hand” (acheiropoieton), 
the eountenanee of Jesús is tumed to faee a threat to those in power. Whether 
the image was pressed to use for its eapaeity to defend, heal, aggrandize, or 
vindieate, it was an instrument that exerted influenee. But the faee of Jesús 
did so beeause it was also an independent ageney. When the Veroniea in 
Rome, venerated by Innoeent III, was about to be retumed to its resting plaee 
after use in proeession in 1216, “it tumed round of its own aeeord, so that it 
stood on its head with the forehead below and the beard at the top.” The pope, 
we leam in a ehroniele dating from the same eentury, “was shoeked, taking it 
as a bad ornen and on the brothers’ adviee wanted to make amends to God. He 
therefore eomposed an elegant prayer in honor of the image,” and assigned an 
indulgenee to the image, the first of its kind.^^ Other aeeounts from the 
thirteenth eentury relate fear of direet viewing of eertain Veronieas either 
beeause the image “eaused mortal fear in the onlooker” or beeause a pope 
who “onee dared to look at it . . . lost his sight at that very instant.”^^ As a 
eonsequenee of this danger, Veronieas were sometimes eovered. The history 
of the authorization of the image and its deployment as an objeet of power, 
evident in its use by pope, prelate, emperor, or regime, is a history of seeing, a 
eonstmetion of visión as a ritualization of power that unfolded in tándem with 
the visual engagement of the devout with the Veroniea motif. 

In his eritique of Clifford Geertz’s distinetion of religión from aestheties 
and polities as possessing an essential eharaeter of its own evident in 
representations or symbols that ultimately eorrespond to singular, irredueible 
ideas or mental eoneeptions of reality, Talal Asad urged seholars of religión to 
semtinize religious praetiees and utteranees by eonsidering that “their 
possibility and their authoritative status are to be explained as produets of 
historieally distinetive diseiplines and forees.”^^ Religious praetiees and 
artifaets, in other words, are formed on the anvil of the history of power. 
Images are not the brain-bom offspring of puré aesthetie sensibilities. The 
history of the Veroniea makes that elear. Instead, we need to diseem in the 
soeial life of images the ereation of ways of seeing that draw from and 
artieulate power relations; the lure of images as living ageneies; the needs or 
desires of the devout; the stmeturing of elass, raee, and gender; the interests 
of institutions; and the praetiees of teaehing and diseiplining the body to 
engage images as moral, spiritual, or magieal teehnologies. 

The power of images relies in part on the way in whieh these forees are 
engaged in the appearanee of the image. For example, the faeial expression of 
Jesús in many instanees of the Veroniea before the Baroque era is notably 
passive. He does not ery out dramatieally or winee in pain or weep from the 


abuse he was suffering en route to his exeeution. He is not without pathos, but 
he appears to avoid emotional extremes. But this is not an unambiguous look, 
for it has been read differently over time. On some oeeasions Jesús is 
regarded as the innoeent vietim of Jewish eonspiraey or pagan brutality. In a 
letter that purports to be addressed to the Román emperor Tiberius, the 
eonverted Abgar urges him to punish Jews for their treatment of Jesus.^^ 
Later medieval aeeounts kept this element alive, reporting in one instanee that 
an image of the Lord’s faee in the Lateran palaee in Rome was “so badly 
damaged by a Jew . . . that blood flowed from the wound and eovered the 
right side.”^^ On other oeeasions, the passive Jesús of the Passion is viewed 
as suffering misery eaused by sinful Christian viewers in the meditative rigors 
of a reeriminating visual piety (see ehapter 2). 

The appearanee of Jesús in the Veroniea and in other images in the Passion 
were often taken to spark outrage or indignation on the one hand, or shame on 
the other. The look a viewer eneountered by gazing at the image of Jesús 
struetured a visual field that was forged by fears and desires embedded in a 
history of praetiees that was reinforeed by interests and power relations. Even 
though Antonio told me that he’d never heard of Veroniea, the visual praetiee 
of deploying the gaze of this image of Jesús remained at work on his table of 
wares in Brazil. The power of this gaze to proteet the vendor’s merehandise 
was the long produet of a history of a healing, proteeting, vindieating ieon. 
Seeing the Veroniea is an interfaee with this history, an entranee into a system 
of visual relations that modulates power. 

The saered eommodifieation of indulgenees in the ease of the Veroniea 
alone suggests that images and their viewing are part of a eultural eeonomy of 
the saered and may be studied as a range of gazes or visual fields. In the next 
ehapter I will take up the issue of eeonomies of the saered, but in what 
follows here, I would like to sketeh eight sueh gazes. I must do so without the 
benefit of a robust historieal aeeount of how eaeh gaze is formed over time, 
but I hope that the foregoing remarks make elear that my aim is not to posit a 
universal taxonomy, but rather to outline tools for a historieally grounded 
understanding of the soeial eareer of seeing. A fuller treatment of the 
historieity of eaeh gaze that I will delinéate must wait for another oeeasion. 


GAZES 

My elaim so far has been that seeing an image happens as the partieular 
relation of several eomponents: a viewer, other viewers, an image or objeet, a 
setting in whieh viewers and an image engage one another, and an arehive of 
images or symbols referring to a person, foree, deity, or spirit that is made 


accessible within or through the image. I use the term gaze as a synonym for a 
visual field or way of seeing. A gaze is not timeless or universal. Yet seeing is 
a universal human phenomenon in the barest biologieal sense. Human beings 
gaze steadfastly into a friend’s eye, avert their eyes from the gaze of a 
superior, ignore the visual plea of an inferior, bloek the visión of a malignant 
stare, sean a large gathering in order to see with and what others are seeing. 
These behaviors and many others ean be found at work in the most divergent 
instanees aeross time, but we do not know what they mean until we earefully 
serutinize the eontext and history of eaeh aet. Seeing, in other words, is a 
eombination of biology and eulture. Any attempt to make it exelusively one 
or the other of these is bound to failure. Yet beeause I eonsider a gaze to be a 
way of seeing that is indebted to and operates within the speeifie history of a 
eulture, nearly all of the examples that I examine are drawn from one (broad 
and varied) religious eulture, the Christian tradition, whieh is the tradition in 
whieh I may elaim seholarly expertise. 

A few more preliminary remarks may be helpful. By gaze I mean 
something less eneompassing and fixed than “seopie regime,” whieh Martin 
Jay has pereeptively diseussed.^^ Ñor do I have in mind the widely diseussed 
notion of gaze as an enduring visual engagement, something that is the 
opposite of the glimpse or glanee.^^ Ñor do I mean the monolithie “male 
gaze” as it has been extensively diseussed in film theory and feminist 
eritieism.^^ As a way of seeing, a gaze is a praetiee, eonseious or 
uneonseious, whieh struetures soeial relations, self-eoneept, and experienee of 
the saered. And there are not one or two gazes, but many available to viewers 
in any given eulture. Yet however many different visual fields there may be in 
different soeieties over the eourse of human history (perhaps dozens), a 
smaller number is primary, and might be found at work aeross eultural 
boundaries, informed by very different histories. The typology I present is not 
intended to ignore differenees, only to show that the study of visual fields ean 
be pursued in very different religious traditions. 

It is the soeial retieulation or network of features eomposing a gaze in 
whieh I am espeeially interested. I want to know how seeing makes bodies 
visible, but also how seeing may be said to reembody viewers by giving them 
group eyes and aeeompanying shared ways of feeling, and by bringing them 
into eompelling relations with others, mortal and divine. Ways of seeing are 
visual situations in whieh viewers assume a position within a set of relations. 
I am defining a body not as a statie, self-eontained reality, but as relational, 
that is, as defined by the eonfiguration of forees, interests, applieations, 
history, and assumptions that opérate within and through it. By taking up a 
way of seeing, a viewer adopts a partieular eonstellation of faetors. A way of 
seeing is a pattem or framework in whieh viewers assume a eonneetion to 


other bodies within a matrix of possibilities. By participating in a way of 
seeing, a viewer enters a community of viewers and sees from the perspective 
of a collective body, a social body characterized by shared feelings or 
sentiments. As a result, the registers of visibility shift and what was once 
invisible looms into view. 

Every image is experienced as an Interactive part of this relational scheme, 
whether it beckons our attention, challenges our gaze, invites us into another 
World, or moves us to tum our eyes away. Sacred images medíate the sacred 
and viewers, embodying access to it in acts off imploring, touching, kissing, 
hearing, reviling, and fearing—all propelled by the deeply felt assumption 
that the transcendent other will respond accordingly. As I have tried to 
understand it, an image is not an essence, but an activity, a historically 
evolving process that emerges as a configuration of forces, predispositions, 
and practices. Seeing is a proactive gesture, a way of fixing the transient, a 
means of looking for what one wants or needs. But as I have already noted, 
seeing is also submission to existing forms of seeing. Sometimes what we 
think we want is being prescribed for us—^propaganda and advertising are 
obvious examples, but devotional images can be a more subtle form of 
persuasión and inducement. Seeing should be examined, therefore, as both a 
matter of agency and as a médium of power. 

The approach I am taking is not image- or object-centered, but practice- 
centered. The point is neither to divine metaphysically ñor to specify formally 
what an image is, but to describe what it does at any one moment, or what is 
done by means of it. That enables the interpretation of visual culture as a 
constructivist enterprise: the study of a visual fíeld as a social network of 
interactions that structures acts of seeing. Depending on how the components 
are organized, a number of fundamental gazes or visual fíelds can be 
identifíed. A particular gaze, therefore, is a relatively discrete pattem or way 
of seeing that is historically and socially constructed. As such, a gaze should 
constitute a primary object of analysis for the scholar of visual culture. 

I want to stress that a gaze is more than an image. This becomes manifest 
in the way an image interacts with viewers, serving to position them within a 
World, that is, confíguring their relation to a past, a present, or a future; 
toward other human beings; and toward such intangibles as nation, State, 
civilization, or deity. A gaze is a form of sociality, prompting a disposition 
toward groups and institutions as well as presenting others as objective 
realities meeting one’s look. A gaze seeks to inform human relations and 
therefore disposes (but does not rigidly determine) viewers to behave in a 
certain manner, enhancing certain possibilities and diminishing or eclipsing 
others. Rather than a rigid témplate, a gaze is a recognizable pattem that 



operates until some aspect within or beyond its structure changes and a 
different visual field emerges. Gazes last seeonds or minutes or indefinitely, 
depending on the needs they serve and the material setting in whieh they 
opérate. A gaze may be as ephemeral as lifting a stereoseope to one’s eye to 
glimpse a three-dimensional tourist attraetion or as enduring as Jeremy 
Bentham’s penitentiary panoptieon, in whieh the arrangement of prisoners’ 
eells about a guard tower solidify power relations into a single, life-long 
aetion of domination and submission. 

Visibility may be said to be the produet of a gaze. We tend to see, in other 
words, what our partieipation in a visual field enables us to see. That may be a 
deity or an ángel or a spirit, but the saered is more than sueh supematural 
entities. The saered may be a regard for a mythieal past, a national destiny, a 
eompelling narrative, a soeial order, a people, a totemie founder or hero, a 
plaee, or a ritual enaetment. A way of seeing opens up the possibility of 
seeing what nonpartieipants will miss or fail to reeognize. Belief is a 
disposition to see, hear, feel, or intuit a felt-order to the world. As a form of 
intuition, believing finds in the world a tendeney or need to exist in a eertain 
way. Saered ways of seeing inform and enable this intuition.^^ And the 
intuition is always more than a mystieal quiver deep inside one. It finds itself 
in the broader soeial and natural landseapes of human experienee, in power, in 
siekness, in desire, and in narratives that enfold the self into the soeial bodies 
of family, tribe, language, myth, and sueh modem eolleetive bodies as raee, 
eivilization, and nation. Envisioning or imagining are fundamental aspeets of 
seeing. To see something is more than laying one’s eyes on it. To see is to 
sense, intuit, and eolleetively imagine what lies within or beyond an image. 


A MORPHOLOGY OF VISUAL FIELOS 

I have argued that a gaze is any visual field that eonfigures viewers; an 
artifaet; a plaee or setting; and an arehive of images, objeets, or symbols in 
order to mediate the viewer’s relation to a referent, that is, a transeendent 
foree, person, time or plaee. The partieular arrangement of these elements 
bears the impress of a history of relations among authorities, institutions, 
peoples, and plaees. That history presses upon present eireumstanees as a 
diseipline of seeing in the form of a visual field. People leam to see in 
speeifie ways that allow them to see with others, and thereby share 
membership in a soeial body. While gaze is eommonly defined as the 
apprehension of others from the subjeetivity of an eye, by foeusing on the 
entire visual field I define a gaze as a visual strueturing of relations that 
organizes power as a situation in whieh people find themselves in relation to 
one another, a soeial body, and a saered referent. I outline eight different 


gazes here, but my point is not to deduce any particular number.^'^ These are 
simply the varieties that I have repeatedly encountered. There are no doubt 
more to be described, and any gaze will certainly vary from one culture and 
historical epoch to another. 

The unilateral gaze constructs visión as operating in one direction, 
enforcing a singular set of relations on seer and seen such that the seer wields 
power asymmetrically and the seen, insofar as it is seen, occupies a subaltem, 
submissive position. In the unilateral gaze, to be seen is to be powerless, 
subject to the manipulative, overwhelming, objectifying gaze of authority. 
This gaze, gloomily described by Jean-Paul Sartre, is perhaps most clearly 
exemplified by the searching glare of the Eye of Sauron perched ominously 
atop the Tower of Barad-dúr in Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings 

The unilateral gaze is also evident in Foucault’s discussion of panopticism. 
Although Foucault insisted in the instance of the panopticon that “visibility is 
a trap,” it is important to note that not all examples of the unilateral gaze are 
malevolent, even though constan! inspection or surveillance remains the 
operative purpose of the unilateral gaze.^^ We have already seen two 
examples of the duality of the unilateral gaze: the all-seeing eye of Jesús—as 
an apotropaic device protecting the vendor’s wares (see fig. 10); and the 
Symbol of the all-seeing eye of God on the verso of the Great Seal of the 
United States (see fig. 2) —in which the eye proclaims the favorable age of 
American democracy, the providential approval of the new nation. But if the 
unilateral gaze blesses some, it harms others. Jesús threatens thieves while 
protecting the vendor; and the eye of God blesses the social body called 
“America” while it cursed those who found themselves on the wrong side of 
“manifest destiny”—^Native Americans, Mexicans, slaves. In every case, the 
unilateral gaze orders visión as running in the single direction from seer to 
viewer (or viewed) such that inspection remains ever in forcé. It is important 
to register both viewer and viewed as the terminus of the unilateral gaze since 
the visual current emanating from the dollar bilí intends the viewer to bask in 
its munificence whereas the eye of Sauron intends to reduce the person 
viewed to enslavement. In other words, the unilateral gaze may empower the 
viewer with agency or brutally take it away. 

An efficacious answer to the malevolent type of unilateral gaze is another 
visual field, a countervailing configuration that seeks to protect one from 
becoming the object of the evil eye’s power by restructuring the gaze to 
render one invisible to the evil eye. This may be called the occlusive gaze. It 
is evident in the use of amulets to ward off evil or attract good fortune. The 
hamsa (fig. 13), the stylized figure of a hand inscribed with Hebrew text (or 
Arabic, in the case of Muslim versions), is displayed on one’s person, in the 


home, or hanging from the mirror of one’s car to make one invisible to the 
evil eye, whose piercing gaze is best eluded by concealing the owner behind 
the hand of the hamsa. To be seen by the evil eye is to be touehed by it, to 
eome under its eontrol. With the oeelusive gaze, however, the visión of the 
evil eye is touehed—^by the hand of the hamsa that bloeks it. The aet of being 
seen is so daunting, the prospeet of being loeked in the overpowering grip of 
the eye so unsettling, that an amulet like the hamsa substitutes its blank sereen 
for the one who wears it, rendering its owner invisible to evil. Figure 1 is 
another example: the dunee-boy, gripped by the eoneerted gaze of his 
elassmates and teaeher, eovers his eyes in order to bloek their piereing, 
shaming judgment of him. 



FIGURE 13. Hamsa, purchased in Jersusalem, 2005. Photo: author. 

Where the oeelusive gaze hides the viewer, the aversive gaze of the viewer 
hides the divine, preserving its othemess by veiling it in invisibility. Reeall 
the aversión of George Washington to looking “full in the faee” anyone of 






higher social station. Teresa of Avila eompared the way “we east down our 
eyes” when approaehing God to the manner in whieh a poor person presents 
himself before an emperor.^^ One also thinks of religions that stress the 
neeessity of divine transeendenee. Seeing the divinity is a form of idolatry, a 
reduetion of divine majesty and sovereignty, aeeording to Reformed 
theologian John Calvin. Images, he insisted, are able to teaeh nothing about 
God beeause they substituto a human eoneeption for divine reality.^^ 

But aversión is not blindness; it is literally a form of eireumspeetion—a 
looking around rather than looking at. Calvin neither proseribed art ñor the 
valué of seeing as a form of religious praise. Rather than wishing to see God, 
believers, Calvin urged, should gaze upon the divine handiwork of the natural 
ereation, to see there not God, but God’s glory. God “was arrayed in visible 
attire when, in the ereation of the world, he displayed those glorious banners, 
on whieh, to whatever side we tum, we behold his perfeetions visibly 
portrayed.”^^ In eontrast to devotional images, nature allows us knowledge of 
the true divinity, not a human misrepresentation of one. In effeet, fixing on the 
majesty of nature averted the believer’s gaze from the presumption of seeing 
God to an aeeeptable aet of visual piety, a way of seeing that aeknowledged 
divine transeendenee and rendered the reverenee God was due by reeognizing 
in nature the evidenee of his power and sovereignty. 

The reciprocal gaze is the opposite of the unilateral gaze inasmueh as it 
struetures a two-way ieonie eolloquy between viewers—Chuman and divine. 
Many images invite our attention, urging us to retum the look in a steady 
gesture of attention. One thinks immediately of Cusa’s aeeount of the 
Veroniea (see fíg. 11), or, beyond the Christian world, of dar san in Hindú 
visual piety where the exehange of looks eonstitutes an aet of worship. 
Devotees of Marian apparitions often deseribe Our Lady’s ieon engaging 
them in a moving visual exehange. Sueh images look toward viewers, seeking 
out their gaze in order to enter into a saered relation. In terms that easily apply 
to other portraits of Our Lady (fig. 14), Mélanie Calvat deseribed the gaze of 
Mary at La Salette in 1846: “When my eyes met those of the Mother of 
God ... I felt inside me a happy revolution of love and a deelaration that I 
love Her and am melting with love. As we looked at eaeh other, our eyes 
spoke to eaeh other in their fashion, and I loved her so mueh I eould have 
kissed Her in the middle of Her eyes, whieh touehed my soul and seemed to 
draw it towards them and make it melt into Hers.”^^ The intense relationship 
seems to forget everything around it, letting it slip blissfully into the oblivion 
of invisibility. 

Religious seeing eommonly involves a visual relation that does not engage 
the viewer in a reeiproeal exehange, but absorbs one nevertheless in a kind of 


ocular adoration. This devotional gaze is evident in rapt absorption of 
devotees before the cult image, which they regard with a way of seeing that 
can recall the longing of the lover for the beloved. The asymmetry of this 
gaze is not the same as the unilateral sinee viewers willingly submit 
themselves rather than being extemally eompelled. Devotion may strueture 
the eurrent of seeing in preeisely the opposite direetion than the unilateral 
gaze: visión mns from the viewer to the divine rather than viee versa. This 
allows worshipers to submit themselves to aets of self-forgetting or intense 
absorption that enhanees prayer, suggestion, eontemplation, and imagination. 
The devotional gaze eultivates a proper obeisanee to the aneestor, saint or 
guru, who may repay devotion with blessings."^^ The result is a kind of self- 
transeendenee that ean be very empowering, allowing the devotee to slip the 
bonds of pain, guilt, fear, or oppression. Although it trains visión intently and 
unilaterally upon the objeet of devotion, the devotional gaze does not invert 
the unilateral gaze, but organizes visión to earry viewers away from 
themselves into a self-effaeing relation of devotion to the saered. This may 
mean elosing one’s eyes, or plunging into the darkened interior of the ritual 
spaee of a bedroom or shrine. In either ease, it means leaving visión behind, 
literally not-seeing, as in the ease of the praying female figure shown in a 
Protestant traet illustration from early-nineteenth-eentury Ameriea (fig. 15): 
she bows her head in noetumal shadows and eloses her eyes, joining her 
hands in submission on top of a large Bible. Having spent a devotional time 
reading and eontemplating Holy Writ, she is now absorbed in nonvisual, but 
fiilly embodied, address to God. The devotional gaze is a bodily engagement 
in whieh the devotee adopts a posture of address to the saint, aneestor, or 
deity. 


FIGURE 14. José Thedim, International Pilgrim Statue of Our Lady of Fatima, 1947, polychrome 
mahogany, ca. 40 inches high, detail. Photo: author. 




FIGURE 15. Alexander Anderson (engraver), Dinah Doudney at prayer. From Rev. John Griffin, Early 
Piety; or The History of Miss Dinah Doudney, Portsea, England (New York: American Tract Society, 
1825). Photo: author. 

This transition from a way of seeing to not-seeing is important to note 
because the study of visual culture does well not to fix on seeing alone, but to 
discem its vital and organic relation to other forms of sensation. For instance, 
figures 14 and 15 suggest that seeing glides quite readily into a way of 
feeling. Seeing is only part of human experience and often serves as a 
transitional behavior to other, nonvisual forms of sensation, serving thereby to 
heighten feeling or hearing or touch. Meditation is a good example. It may 
begin by fixing the gaze on an object. The ensuing absorption may lead to 
States of consciousness in which seeing ceases after having rendered a key 
instrumental Service. Seeing, in other words, takes place within a larger 
ecology of sensation and religious practice. (A comparable gaze appears to 
engage visitors at art museums, where they are invited to gaze disinterestedly 
at Works of art, before which they forget themselves as they marvel at 
surfaces, contours, and forms, at bodies and heroes. Prohibited from touching 
the object and constrained to admire it within the bounds of civil decorum, 
with hushed consideration of its self-contained completeness, mounted on a 
pedestal and lit for máximum visibility, shom of original context, location, 
and use, the viewer is compelled to regard the object as if it were made for 
such ahistorical, rarified contemplation.) 




















Where the devotional gaze involves the viewer quieting, forgetting or even 
transcending himself, the virtual gaze entails projecting oneself into a persona 
in order to interaet with other personae in an artifieial spaee. This 
performanee oeeurs in two different ways—as role-playing and as a 
projeetion into an avatar. The first is most eommon in ehildren’s games sueh 
as playing house, eops and robbers, war, or prineess. In eaeh ease, ehildren 
eolleetively perform roles in routine, but unseripted, improvisational play. 
Fantasy is a praetiee eommon to adults as well as ehildren and engages a 
similar form of role-playing, one in whieh people pieture a versión of 
themselves in seenarios that may have little or nothing to do with their 
ordinary lives."^^ The seeond form of virtuality eonsists of play that substitutos 
virtual selves or avatars sueh as dolls, puppets, toy soldiers, model trains, or 
raee ears for those who opérate them. Players identify with the persona of a 
toy figure and engage in improvisational play with other avatar-operators. 
Seeond Life, the virtual online world, is another instanee of this genre of 
virtuality, one in whieh large numbers of people engage in different online 
religious eommunities.'^^ The virtual gaze is eonfigured by rules of 
performanee, whieh players aeeept as boundaries that eondition their 
interaetion. Not a look, but rather a field of visual engagements, the virtual 
gaze eonsists of ereating a spaee in whieh an alter ego ean be fashioned and 
enaeted. 

The example of ehildren playing suggests that virtuality is not limited to 
the digital realm of pixilated sereens. Civil War reenaetments or Christian 
Passion Plays are adult examples of virtuality in whieh the self portrays 
another in re-ereating a past event. Other examples drawn from religious 
praetiee are grottoes, often built to smaller seale to weleome visitors into 
winding passages and ehambers that engulf them in an almost surreal, hand- 
erafted spaee. The Nativity eréehes eonstrueted eaeh Christmas season over 
whieh family members dote are familiar miniature worlds that may invite not 
only eontemplation, but a kind of viearious oeeupation. Tibetan Buddhist 
mandalas reeonstruet elabórate interior spaees oeeupied by deities and 
imaginatively inhabited in meditativo praetiee. In every instanee, the 
praetitioner exeeutes a eoneentrated ritual of imaginative eonstruetion in 
whieh the self is introdueed into a fietional spaee where a role is enaeted in 
aeeordanee with a different set of rules and often with other avatars. 

Virtual projeetion enables viearious partieipation. The annual reenaetment 
of the Passion of Jesús by Latinos during Holy Week is a familiar sight in the 
United States (fig. 16). On the oeeasion pietured here, a group of Román 
soldiers prepare Jesús to take up the eross and begin the harrowing mareh to 
Calvary. Onlookers solemnly wateh the silent seene. Loeal Latinos perform 
the ritual proeession aeross the small town of Valparaíso, Indiana, led by a 


pólice car. The actors and those following them cross the main Street, halting 
traffic as the company sings and the soldiers whip Jesús, who stops at each 
Station of the Cross. The virtual gaze allows one to view oneself through an 
imaginative act of self-alienation, either by dressing up and role-playing or by 
peering into another world—a miniature realm of another time or culture and 
to envision there a way of being different from the ordinary regime of one’s 
daily life. 



FIGURE 16. Via Dolorosa, Holy Week Passion reenactment, Valparaíso, Indiana, Holy Week, 2008. 
Photo: author. 

Sometimes visual construction of the sacred does not mean fixing on the 
divine, but literally seeing the social body of belief in the community. This 
experience takes shape in a visual field of its own, one I cali the communal 
gaze, which is fitted to the architectural articulation of the sacred. The image 
of a large worship space in Seoul, Yoido Full Cospel Church (fig. 17), the 
likes of which could be found across Asia, North America, and Africa 
nowadays, conveys the sort of experience that many have: seating in the 
round allows communicants to see one another worshipping. The large 
electronic image on the screen above the stage, fed by cameras that are 







tirelessly scanning the audience in order to broadcast their engagement, 
enhances the collective visión of the soeial body of belief. This mode of 
seeing means experieneing the saered as a eolleetive eonseiousness, 
enhaneing the eontagious efferveseenee that Durkheim found so emeial to the 
soeial power of ritual. Among Christians, it faeilitates a sense of the 
eommunity of faithful gathered together to feel, hear, and see themselves as 
something more than individuáis, as the body of Christ, they might say. I have 
used a Christian example to deseribe the eommunal gaze, but there is no 
reason to limit this visual field to Christianity. It happens in festivals and 
proeessions and eommunal rituals in Afriean religions, Hinduism, politieal 
rallies, eivil eeremonies, and any number of other non-Christian examples. 



FIGURE 17. Yoido Full Cospel Church, Seoul, Korea, July 2002. Courtesy of Stewart Hoover. 


Finally, in what I eall the liminal gaze, images establish limits or 
thresholds that aet to eireumseribe a people, a nation, or even a eivilization. 
The liminal gaze marks the end of one’s world and the beginning of another, 
eonstrueting a view of the other as beyond the palé of one’s own ways. The 
other world may represent ehaos, barbarism, the wild, or some other abiding 
menaee to one’s own realm of order. Images of raeial, ethnie, sexual, or 
religious differenees often serve to limn imagined thresholds. An example of 
this visual operation is eaptured by a famous photograph entitled “The 
Vanishing Raee,” by Edward Curtis (fíg. 18), showing a line of mounted 




Navajo filing into a dusty distance. The scene was photographed and has been 
regarded in elegiac regard for the fate of Native Americans in the Anglo 
stmggle for land. As a result, this photograph has been viewed within a gaze 
that regards the Indians as moving inexorably away from the viewer, who is 
eonstmed by the liminal visual field as the survivor, belonging to the soeial 
body that remains as the Navajo (and traditional Native Ameriean eulture 
generally) vanish from the seene of Ameriean history. Whether lamented or 
eelebrated, whether viewed as tragedy or triumph, it was a trope that eaptured 
the Ameriean white imaginary in the eourse of the nineteenth eentury. The 
Indians had to vanish in order to make room for the aseendant white nation. 
This photograph envisioned or limned the advaneing edge of white progress 
and the reeeding boundary of the Indians, lost to the present, resignedly 
disappearing into the past, buried in time, indeed, to the ideology of manifest 
destiny, burying themselves by ealmly departing into oblivion."^^ The 
photograph portrays their disappearanee as something to whieh they 
aequieseed. The liminal gaze struetures a relation between viewers as 
dominant and what is viewed as inferior or subjeet to a different fate. In the 
liminal gaze the viewer aehieves invisibility while the subjeet beeomes 
speetaeularly and transiently obvious. The viewer, however he may moum the 
situation of the other, oeeupies a different destiny beeause the gaze plaees him 
in the soeial body that eseapes oblivion. 

The liminal gaze easts its subjeet as a type, representative of another soeial 
body. In the ease of propaganda, the subjeet is reinvented as a stereotype. 
Propaganda relies on speetaele to establish the boundary that sharply 
separates the eredible, respeetable, or deeent from the other. Fundamentalist 
Christian traets sueh as those by Jaek Chiek eonstruet a liminal gaze of 
everyone whom its narrow Christian view exeludes from salvation: 
homosexuals, humanists, liberal Christians, Jews, Muslims, Catholies, 
Wieeans, and all Asian religions. The only option allowed them is eonversion. 
Otherwise, they are eonsigned to or portrayed as residing in hell, the ultimate 
liminal zone in a Fundamentalist worldview.^^ Generally speaking, the 
liminal gaze marks the edge of us and the beginning of them, delineating 
those being seen and those doing the seeing. The Danish eartoons of 
Muhammad are a eontemporary instanee of this; Orientalist portrayals of 
Arabs and Jews are an older example. Films and televisión programming are 
awash with images of eults, witehes, and demon-erazed witeh doetors."^^ 
Frenzied, snake-handling rural Protestants are eommon examples of a group 
that is sensationally portrayed in order to underseore their liminal status, 
setting them off from the soeial body to whieh gaping viewers belong. The 
list is as long as the human need to “other” whoever is regarded as alien. 


FIGURE 18. Edward S. Curtís, The Vanishing Race, 1904, photogravure. Courtesy of the Library of 
Congress. 


THE SHUFFLE OF SEEING AND NOT-SEEING 

Objects Opérate in tándem with gazes as visual media for the saered to take 
plaee. For example, the ieon works effeetively within the reeiproeal gaze; the 
amulet in the unilateral and oeelusive gaze; images and reliquaries in the 
devotional gaze. Masks may aetivate the unilateral gaze. Changing the objeet 
may ehange the gaze: if one replaees an amulet with a work of art, the result 
may be a ehange from the oeelusive gaze to the devotional gaze of the 
museum visitón Likewise, ehanging the gaze may transform the objeet: by 
shifting from the reeiproeal to the unilateral gaze, a viewer ehanges the all- 
seeing Jesús from an ieon into an amulet. A mask eontemplated on the wall of 
a museum will be seen within the aesthetieized disinterest of a devotional 
gaze, where it is admired for its artistie properties not feared for its magieal 
power. Plaeed over the faee of a ritual performer, the mask may beeome 
animated within a virtual gaze or transformed into the penetrating glare of the 
unilateral gaze. 

It is also important to regard the visual fíelds in relation to one another. 
The gazes I have sketehed opérate as rivals, antidotes, and altematives. The 



unilateral and the reciprocal gazes, for example, organiza visión in 
diametrically opposite ways. The unilateral struetures visión as an are in 
whieh one party is dominan! while the reeiproeal gaze eonsists of a mutual 
engagement. But if reeiproeity is not an option, the oeelusive or the aversive 
gaze may opérate as antidotes to the tyranny of the unilateral gaze. The 
eommunal and the liminal gazes are likewise eomplementary: whereas the 
liminal gaze demareates the boundary of the familiar and the domain of the 
alien or other, the eommunal and virtual gazes visually define the eommon or 
shared eharaeter of a group and organizo their interaetions with one another. 
The devotional gaze is able to evaeuate personal eonseiousness by indueing 
absorption in the objeet of eontemplation. The aversive gaze preserves the 
invisibility of a divine power by seeing instead its manifestations or 
figurations as adjaeent signs of its power. In eaeh ease, the term deseribes the 
eonneetion between the viewer and a referen!, whieh is erafted by the objeet 
or visual médium, the oeeasion on whieh it is regarded, presenee of viewers to 
one another, and their expeetations of the referen! and the oeeasion. 

Viewers deftly slip into and out of the apparatus of a gaze. If one way of 
seeing does not make visually aeeessible what one seeks, an alterative may be 
preferred. Gazes deliver their goods aeeording to what I have elsewhere 
ealled various “eovenants” that viewers negotiate with images.^^ These 
eonsist of expeetations of what an image ean provide and how viewers should 
interpret them aeeordingly. Consider the quiek sueeession of visual sehemes 
as one pages through an illustrated magazine or watehes the evening news on 
televisión. One image I engage reeiproeally beeause a beautiful model gazes 
direetly into my eyes, appearing to invite my response. The promised 
intimaey vanishes with the next image, say, the grisly seene of a terrorist 
bombing, whieh eauses me to avert my gaze by quiekly tuming the page or 
ehanging the ehannel. When I do, I may be relieved to witness a proud 
moment of my nation’s troops marehing into the devastated neighborhood in 
seareh of the insurgents who detonated the bomb that killed innoeent 
eivilians. I am urged to regard the military as defining the sharp differenee 
between the eivilized “us” and the barbarie “them.” When the military 
apprehends a terrorist, the newspaper or televisión news program displays his 
photograph for my eareful inspeetion, whieh I am invited to indulge by gazing 
upon his faee, the faee of a fanatie madman who deserves my eontempt. In a 
matter of seeonds, my eonseiousness has fiuidly taken the shape of four very 
different visual fields—^the reeiproeal, oeelusive, liminal, and unilateral— 
eaeh of whieh struetures my relation to what I see, and don ’t see. The ways of 
seeing are often organized to ereate a sueeession of visual fields that 
eomposes a narrative—a familiar story about the goodness of beauty, the evil 
of the hideous enemy, the righteousness of my nation, the visibility of justiee. 


In this manner we imagine our place in the world and are challenged by 
counter-images and counter-gazes to feel the shortcomings of what we 
imagine. 

The visual fields outlined here are ways of seeing, or put another way, 
forms of making visibility. At the same time, they are also ways of rendering 
something else invisible. Liminal visión, for example, allows viewers to see 
only what it considers worthy of seeing, in effect rendering progressively 
invisible whatever is desired to be expelled from the boundaries of one’s 
consciousness or world. Whereas the aversive gaze secures the invisibility of 
the other—its prestige, status, mystery or divinity—the occlusive gaze 
preserves the invisibility of the viewer menaced by a greater power. 

The power of images is sometimes their ability at dissemblance, which is a 
way of seeing and not-seeing. Not-seeing may even be treated as a visual 
practice that produces invisibility. One might easily enumérate different ways 
of not-seeing that make this clear. For example, ignoring, or deliberately not- 
seeing; or missing, which is an unconscious act of not-seeing. Another is 
morphing, where we refuse to see one thing by tuming it into another. Thus, 
those who wanted to see a cross at Ground Zero reftised to see a chaotic mass 
of detritus (see fig. 50). Yet another way of not-seeing is omitting or 
excluding. Visibility and invisibility are made to complement one another, as 
in Albrecht Dürer’s visualization of the Ascensión of Jesús (see fig. 8): the 
artist cropped the ascending figure, leaving only his feet visible. By not- 
seeing most of Jesús, the viewer is invited to imagine the unseen. Finally, 
destroying images renders them invisible, which suggests that iconoclasm is 
part of a larger visual strategy of removing one image in order to put another 
in its place."^^ 

These remarks on not-seeing suggest that visibility consists of varying 
ratios of seen and unseen. One of the primary ways in which any gaze works 
is by concealing or minimizing one element in order to highlight another. In 
other words, we ignore some things in order to dwell on others. There is an 
economy to visión, which means that attention is focused on one object at the 
expense of another. So by meeting the loving gaze of Our Lady in a reciprocal 
embrace, devotees pay less attention to rival looks. By fixing their attention 
on Native Americans passing into the invisible distance of extinction, other 
Americans need not share the present with them as the reciprocal or 
communal gaze would entail. The liminal gaze preeludes any other way of 
seeing. By investing attention in the interactive presence of other worshipers, 
the communal gaze discourages the isolation of worshipers in private 
absorption. And the use of the protective hamsa renders the owner invisible to 
the evil eye in the unilateral gaze. If visibility is not simply a natural event. 


but a cultural one, the same must be said of invisibility. 



CHAPTER 4 


Icón and Interface 


Religions commonly organize access to the transcendent in the form of 
relationships between humans and nonhuman powers. The two parties 
particípate in forms of exchange that tum on such gestures as gift, praise, 
petition, vow, and reply. Both parties bring to the engagement a respective set 
of expectations and resources that enable a negotiation of relations.^ Human 
interactions with spirits, ancestors, gods, and other forces unfolds in and 
around things. Things such as images often medíate relations. In this chapter I 
would like to consider first a general account of how these mediations opérate 
within Systems of exchange, or sacred economies. Then I will tum to the 
specific case of iconicity as one prevalent and powerful way in which images 
medíate relations and exchange in religión and beyond it, as will be evident in 
the secular career of the icón in modem society. 

QUILINES OF SACRED ECONOMY 

Practices of negotiation with transcendent powers may be regarded as an 
economic behavior. In fact, religious forms of exchange not only resemble 
formal Systems of economic valué, but frequently opérate in tándem with or 
even as economic relations. This is clearly the case in the gift economies 
classically described by Marcel Mauss.^ Or take, for example, pilgrims at a 
shrine or oracle who offer some manner of payment to a priest or offícial for 
their Services. The resulting wealth can be considerable, fílling the coffers of 
the temple, its priesthood, and attracting merchants who set up stalls along the 
way to the temple. Municipal authorities may become involved by managing 
the crowds and taxing the income or otherwise profiting from it.^ 

Yet reducing religión to economies is not helpful, because it renders the 
sacred epiphenomenal and therefore occludes from view what it is, I believe. 



religión does that economics may never do: transcendentally anchor a moral 
or sacred economy as a management of social relations devoted to a good that 
surpasses death. The sacred economy is premised on a beyond, an order of 
being that lies beyond death, an endless domain that is the source of wealth or 
spiritual capital that exceeds human finitude. Acquisition and expenditure of 
that capital are the business of a sacred economy. Any such economy will be 
driven by an existential human indebtedness to a source that inhabits the far 
side of mortality. This may be gods, ancestors, or impersonal mechanisms 
goveming rebirth. In every case, the sources of power transcend human 
control, but they do cooperate in prescribed forms of entreaty. The claim of 
any religión is that human life is beholden or indebted to these powers in what 
I am calling a sacred economy. This debt of existence cannot be redeemed by 
mere human effort; it is something that no finite source of wealth may equal 
or any earthly power may ftilly control. This asymmetry is what buoys a 
sacred economy. Human assignation of valué meets its limit in death. 
Exchange with the transcendent bridges that divide and serves to intégrate 
relations among people with relations to the transcendent. Both sacred and 
secular economies rely on systems of credibility, that is, on belief or trust, but 
they invoke different authorities to bolster the terms of exchange. 

Access to spiritual powers is secured through various negotiations 
designed to establish a predictable, reliable relation. The médium of the 
exchange takes many forms—^barter, gift, pledge, money, debt/credit, and 
symbolic reparation.^ These forms of exchange and many others are found in 
every religión. For example, shamanisms of different kinds opérate through 
exchange between clients and spiritual adepts, whose Services are purchased 
in the form of barter. In Buddhism and Hinduism karma operates as an 
account of merit and demerit that rises and falls with a person’s actions. 
Release from this debt occurs only when it is canceled, at which point rebirth 
ceases.^ Of more immediate relevance, the increase in karmic merit 
“purchases” better rebirth (Buddhism) or reincamation (Hinduism). Ancient 
Judaism understood temple sacrifices as the ritual negotiation of relations 
between the Israelite and Yahweh. In the Cospel of Matthew Jesús taught his 
disciples to pray: “forgive us our debts, as we also have forgiven our debtors” 
(6:12). According to Jesús, human relations are intertwined with relations 
between human and divine.^ Something of the same view prevails in Islam. In 
the Qur’an the outlines of a moral economy are evident when Allah tells the 
Prophet that “Those who receive God’s scripture, keep up the prayer, give 
secretly and openly from what We have provided for them, may hope for a 
trade that will never decline: He will repay them in fiill, and give them extra 
ífom His bounty” (35:27-30) and “What you have mns out but what God has 
endures, and We shall certainly reward those who remain steadfast according 


to the best of their actions. To whomever, male or female, does good deeds 
and has faith, We shall give a good life and reward them according to the best 
of their aetions” (16:95-97). In early Christianity, the key role of relies 
emerged as the speeie of the eult of the saints, replaeing older forms of 
patronage with a new system of devotion to the martyr-saint as patrón.^ Later, 
relies formed a kind of intemational eeonomy of the saered when they were 
sought after by abbots, bishops, popes, dukes, and prinees, throughout 
Christendom.^ In later medieval Román Catholieism, the ehureh dispensed 
spiritual eapital from a heavenly treasury aeerued by Christ’s redemptive aets 
and the aetions of Mary and the saints. The ehureh issued drafts on this 
aeeount in the form of indulgenees to pilgrims, who reeeived time off from 
the rigors of purgatory by performing aets of piety in the form of making 
pilgrimage to ehurehes and shrines and praying before indulgeneed images 
like the Veil of Veroniea or the Mass of St. Gregory (see fig. 12). The 
Protestan! Reformation railed against the praetiee, and the notion of the 
heavenly treasury tied to the purse strings of the papaey. Protestants plaeed in 
its stead a new spiritual eeonomy of the free gift of graee.^ Though “free” in 
the sense that sinners did not eam it, upon aeeepting the redemptive offer of 
forgiveness, they were expeeted to behave in suitable fashion. Some modem- 
day Evangelieals, advoeates of what is generally ealled the “prosperity 
gospel,” maintain that God enriehes those he favors. In a statement by a group 
of Protestan! theologians (who are aeutely eritieal of the development), 
prosperity gospel is defined as “the teaehing that believers have a right to the 
blessings of health and wealth and that they ean obtain these blessings 
through positive eonfessions of faith and the ‘sowing of seeds’ through the 
faithful payments of tithes and offerings.”^^ 

In every ease, as widely different as they are in history and eultural 
eireumstanees, not to mention eoneeptions of the holy, the souree of the 
saered relation always eludes eomplete investment in any exehange, always 
remains transeendent. Even in the ease of karma, a system eompletely 
impersonal and meehanieal in operation, one eannot ehange it. The 
transeendent nature of the eeonomie system is irredueible to the terms of any 
transaetion, though indeed it may bind itself to a set of eontraetual terms. In 
the ease of Christianity, Judaism, and Islam, the divine eondeseends to the 
human in order to enrieh it or to demand something from it, and to maintain 
relations between itself and its human eounterparts. Asymmetry is evident 
throughout the range of the visual praetiees of exehange. There are many to 
deseribe as well as different material forms in whieh the exehange oeeurs. I 
would like to frame eonsideration of the ieon by eomparing it to two other 
eommon médiums of religious exehange: the token and the amule!. Eaeh of 
these three deviees operates differently as a visual médium, artieulating soeial 


relations and conveying power in the process. Their differences from one 
another aside, they all fail to embody fully and lastingly what they point 
toward, and that is precisely what makes them promote a sacred economy. If 
each were what Jesús once called a “pearl of great valué” (Matthew 13:46), 
which one acquires by selling all he possesses in order to attain salvation, thus 
paying human debt in full, the need for a system of exchange would abmptly 
end. 

In the case of the token, the image, act or object offered as a sign of 
devotion is plainly never equal to the Service rendered. The libation of oil or 
wine is far less in real valué than the rain, harvest, children, health or 
prosperity that is requested. The token marks a tum or a pledge, an event in 
the narrative of one’s life or the life of a community. The token is a sign of 
respect, evidence of bearing in mind the status of the spirit or ancestor. Small 
things can work wonders. The token performs as a public testimony of 
recognition or remembrance. Gods or ancestors who are forgotten may take 
umbrage and thwart a mortaTs enterprise. Or if offered afterwards, the token 
remembers the assistance and praises the patrón. The ex-voto retablo is a 
good example. People beseech the Virgin’s help and make a vow or pledge. 
When she delivers them, they make good on the promise by placing an image 
ex-voto, or out of thanks, in the public setting of a church dedicated to Our 
Lady. The retablo is how the devout remember and acknowledge the favors of 
the Virgin, issuing from their pledge to recognize her power to assist them.^^ 
A token, then, occludes, shapes, or highlights memories that the owner of the 
token wants to remember. In this regard, we might say that the token 
constructs any number of visual fields—occlusive, aversive, or devotional— 
depending on what story the owner wishes to tell. If I select a small 
reproduction of the Statue of Liberty to commemorate my visit to New York 
City, that is one way to forget the bad traffic, expensive food, or cheap hotel 
that otherwise plagued the trip. Aspects of the past are made accessible in the 
token and are told as a story whose point the narrator considers important. 
Thus, the votive retablo records the story of deliverance in text and image. 
This token serves to recognize the Virgin’s willingness to assist the devotee. 
The image is what the devotee offers back to the Virgin as a sign of gratitude. 
The pilgrim, to cite another example, offers the pain, inconvenience, and 
pious effort of the long trek as the coin of devotion, receiving in tum the 
indulgence, healing, or some other spiritual favor in responso, memorialized 
by the souvenirs that pilgrims commonly buy or receive. 

The amulet consists of a portion of a powerful original artifact and 
therefore maintains an ontological connection that is the avenue of their 
power. Amulets opérate as objects, not in the first instance as representations. 
In this respect the amulet is different than the token, which does not stand in 


the place of the original, which is not present in the token, but is remembered 
by it, accessed by the story that oeeasioned the token. The token materializes 
a story, its referent, without whieh its eapaeity to signify is nullified. The 
amulet, by eontrast, ineludes some aspeet of the original in itself, as a 
syneedoehe, part for whole, drawing power from it and applying it physieally 
to a threat sueh as the evil eye or the eurse of a rival. Yet for this to oeeur, 
some manner of hosting the saered is neeessary. Without the deviee of a 
narrativo or text to anehor the relie housed within the amulet, the devout will 
fail to reeognize the saered presenee. The bone fragment of a martyr, for 
example, falls into an oblivion of insignifieation without the story of its 
origin, the image of its reliquary or the presentation of its enshrinement to 
anehor its identity and to direet the pilgrim toward its veneration. With the 
proper signage and reeognition, the saered must be reeognized by the speeial 
intervention of a dream or miraele, alerting a devotee to the loeation and 
identity of a relie. Onee they know to see an objeet as a relie, the faithful 
honor it and enjoy a relationship with the martyr. One regards an amulet 
within an oeelusive visual field if the objeet is to shun the evil eye, or in a 
devotional gaze if the objeet depiets a saint who is proteetive. But in order for 
this power to be made available, the objeet must be seripted, inseribed with 
identity. The history of the eult of the saints in Christianity, for example, is 
replete with aeeounts of diseovery that redeploy bones in narrativos that 
empower them, enabling devotees to engage the objeets within visual fields 
that make them useful. The saint has lain forgotten in an unmarked grave, but 
making his presenee known through a miraele, is rediseovered, and translated 
to a new shrine that guáranteos his reeognition—at least until eireumstanees 
ehange and memory fails onee again.^^ 

ICONICITY: THE POWER OF INTERFACE 

I am using the term icón to designate a largo eategory of images that is 
informad by but not limited to the saered images of the Orthodox Christian 
tradition. Orthodox ieons ean be narrativo, depiet seenes involving many 
figures, ean be monumental or very small. For my purposes, however, icón 
pertains to the portrait image of a saered person, whieh was the primary form 
of ieon that was brought baek to Western Europe by Crusaders, where the 
imagery exerted eonsiderable influenee, not least of whieh was on the history 
of portraiture from the fifteenth eentury onward. The devotional portrait-ieon 
fit into the Western eult of the saints and the saered eeonomy of relies and 
indulgenees as well as the growing emphasis on private devotion and prayer 
visually eonveyed in the devotee’s personal relationship with his saint or Our 
Lady.^^ Icón in the West should not, therefore, be redueed to the Eastem 


conception of the term, but understood within its own history of reception. In 
the context of its Western eareer, the ieon performs on a basis that ineludes 
the legaey of the Orthodox sense, but is not limited to it. 

I would like to pose a taxonomy of saered objeets that offers a somewhat 
different eoneeptual use of ieon. Whereas the token remembers the holy, 
aeting as a testimony to narration that links speaker to listener, reader, or 
viewer, and an amulet embodies a portion of a saered artifaet to perform its 
Work on behalf of its owner, the ieon visually presents itself to the viewer as 
the likeness of a saered person, most familiarly in the form of a visage that 
retums the viewer’s look in what we deseribed in ehapter 3 as the reeiproeal 
gaze. The ieon mediatos two partios in a faee that forms a eommon, 
interaetive boundary. Sueh a faee reeeives one’s attention and retums it. Like 
a faee, an ieon is both a surfaee and a depth, whieh eombine to ereate a sense 
of presenee, something that is there yet not fully visible.The devout pause 
before the ieon to petition the saint, to engage the holy figure by honoring his 
image and then to await the saint’s responso. The devout speak of the ieon and 
the saint virtually indiseriminately beeause, in some sense, the person is there 
to be seen and to listen to the devotee’s pleas. Beeause the saint’s likeness 
draws from and therefore partieipates in the saint’s being, it is he who faees 
the devotee in the ieon. When devotees gaze upon the faee of the saint in a 
holy image, they do not imagine they are looking at a mask or an arbitrary 
sign, but at the saint himself. More than the surfaee that marks one ending and 
another beginning, the faee is a depth that ontologieally mingles seen and 
unseen. As sueh, the ieon is the site of interface between the devotee and the 
saint. Just as the fiesh of the faee is the living mediation of self and other, so 
the ieon is the eountenanee of the saint, that is, the plaee where he is present 
to the viewer. The ieon enables interfaee as a speeial kind of visual mediation. 
What this means for devotion is key: the faee of the ieon is where one pays 
attention, where the devout deliver their obeisanee, where they engage in the 
saered eeonomy of exehange by offering the saint their devotion, pleas, 
promises, and thanks. 

Mauss offers further oeeasion for eonsideration of the relationship of 
interfaee to the saered eeonomy of gift exehange. Rather than eontent himself 
with a straightforward deseription of the soeial batanee of goods exehanged, 
Mauss was eompelled to diseuss what he ealled “the foree of things” as the 
motive power driving the gift and the obligation to reeiproeate.^^ Exehange 
was grounded in the eonneetion of persons. For this, he relied on the idea of 
the “faee” as it informed Northwest Ameriean Indian potlateh, where “to lose 
one’s prestige is indeed to lose one’s soul. It is in faet the ‘faee’, the daneing 
mask, the right to ineamate a spirit, to wear a eoat of arms, a tótem, it is really 
the persona—^that are ealled into question in this way and that are lost at the 


potlatch.”^^ Face is the mask of the spirit or tótem, whieh the individual dons 
to embody the larger persona, and ineamate thereby the soeial body. Losing 
the mask or emblem that enables aeeess to the soeial body means losing 
something of one’s own being. Gift exehange, therefore, was about more than 
the exehange of eommodities or spending money (indeed, Mauss even argued 
that “things sold still have a soul,”^^) for, as he said of Maori law, the legal tie 
was between souls and mediated in things “beeause the thing itself possesses 
a soul, is of the soul. Henee it follows that to make a gift of something to 
someone is to make a present of some part of oneself.”^^ Faee eonstitutes the 
site where exehange happens as the intermingling of souls. 

The power of the faee as a privileged médium of eneounter and exehange 
is at Work in the eategory of the “true image,” whieh, as we noted in the last 
ehapter in the ease of the Veroniea, originated miraeulously, in heaven, or 
firom the very faee of Jesús, and is faithfülly maintained in reproduetion. The 
eloth that Jesús pressed against his faee bore away his features. But visual 
portrayals of the eloth throughout the later Middle Ages and after showed not 
an inverted, negative impression, but rather a positive one, that is, the faee 
itself, not its imprint. The image gives the original, or may be said to show the 
transformation of the imprint into the original. Jesús’s faee hovers in the 
eoneave spaee of the eloth. The image was more than a sign, it was a 
presenee, the médium of a miraele. The omnivoyant statuette that I saw in 
Brazil (see fig. 10) eaptured this metamorphosis very nieely by the illusion of 
the inverted imprint appearing to be eonvex. The implieation is that the 
likeness of Jesús persists in the image, something of the original remains 
present in the eopy. The statuette of the Veroniea is the traee or imprint that 
morphs into its prototype. Thus, the eopy is not a loss of being, but rather its 
eontinuity.^^ The Veroniea is powerful for devotees beeause it enhanees 
aeeess to Jesús. He retums one’s gaze. Before this pieture the devout enjoy his 
presenee by entering his look. This speeies of gaze pertains to images that I 
define as ieonie, whether they are Christian or religious at all. One need only 
think of John Montgomery Flagg’s ubiquitous 1917 reeruitment póster: a 
glowering Unele Sam stares and points at the viewer, with the eaption “I want 
you for U.S. Army.” Looking at the image means seeing the person, not 
merely his pieture, and being seen by him. Figured in this ieon, the nation 
announees its expeetations of dutiful eitizens, who are provoked to respond. 
Both the Veroniea and the Flagg lithograph are elear examples of what I mean 
by interfaee. 

Interfaee is a eompelling example of the embodiment of seeing, of visión 
as bodily eneounter. Interfaee oeeurs when the body finds an effieaeious fit 
with another objeet or person, resulting in a larger or extended body, one 


capable of an expanded range of work or feeling. Unele Sam gazes and 
points, suggesting that his sight touches citizens, in the same way that 
Antonio demonstrated the effeet of the all-seeing eyes of his statuette of the 
proteetive Jesús. Interfaee with an image is the work of an ieon, whieh is not 
an arbitrary sign for devotees. In the ease of the Veroniea, the image is the 
body (faee) of Jesús looking baek in a gaze that I have deseribed as 
reeiproeal. The devout respond with their bodies, greeting the ieon, 
genufleeting, bowing their heads, kneeling, prostrating themselves, folding 
their hands, speaking to the ieon, kissing it, stroking it surfaee. Their 
engagement is not intelleetual, but fully enfleshed. To see the faees and 
stories of the saered figures is to move toward them, to enter their 
eountenanee or visual presenee. leons are faees and human beings have a 
unique regard for faees. A faee is not a mask or a sign, but a thiek, living 
surfaee that begins in the unseen domain of feeling and ends in the visible 
World of others, limning the threshold of visibility. Neuroseientists studying 
faeial reeognition among humans observe that the brain “responds differently 
to faees and non-faee objeets.”^^ Moreover, the human faee and volee are the 
two features that the brain proeesses more quiekly than any other signal.^^ We 
eare about the faee and devote enormous attention to it beeause it is a font of 
Information that matters to us. 

In faet, the faee and images of faees are more than “Information.” They 
eonstitute presenee. A human faee is a living surfaee that registers emotion, 
sensation, and thought. If a mask is a frozen faee hiding what is behind it, an 
ieon is the visual traee of a living faee that beekons and reeeives the viewer’s 
regard to reveal the disposition of the saered person retuming the gaze of the 
devotee. To see the ieon is to be addressed by the person, to see him seeing 
oneself. Where the token marks and reeords by inseription the historieal 
entranee of the holy into one’s life, and the amulet materially plies the power 
of the holy in one’s life, the ieon perfórales the fabrie of the life-world with a 
eonduit, engaging the viewer in an interaetive relation with the holy. This 
interfaee tums on the faee-to-faee address, one’s presenee before the ieon, 
whieh is an embodied relation, not an immaterially visual one. Experieneed 
bodily as a eountenanee, the ieon is more than a sign. It has power preeisely 
beeause devotees are inelined to regard it as a faee, a living surfaee that 
retums their gaze. 

I want to foeus on the ieon as a historieal artifaet and on interfaee as its 
operation beeause these remain powerfiil visual forms in our own time, 
whether the imagery is religious or not. Obviously the meaning of icón 
derives from the history of Orthodox Christian theology and praetiee. But as I 
have suggested, this visual eategory need not be restrieted to that history. In 
faet, the term has traveled far beyond its partieular religious origins. It is 


necessary to trace something of this cultural history, at least a sketch of it, in 
order to account for the tenacity of the category and its family of meanings as 
they relate to contemporary critical discourse and the study of visual culture. 
In doing so, I hope to demónstrate the foundations of the visual covenant in 
sacred and in moral economies, each of which structures the experience and 
practice of iconicity. Sacred economy pertains to religious images; moral to 
images that opérate in non-religious domains. I understand icón to designate a 
capacious visuality that has taken shape within the Western cultural tradition 
from Byzantium to the present. I will examine El Greco’s Burial of the Count 
of Orgaz (fig. 19) as an opportunity for seeing how the icón works. In order to 
show the historical persistence of the icón as a way of seeing, I cióse the 
chapter with consideration of latter day iconicity. This will afford us the 
opportunity to think about the role of icons in the sacred economy of 
Christianity and the moral economy of modem secular society. 



FIGURE 19. El Greco, The Burial of the Count of Orgaz, 1586-88. Cativas, 460 x 360 cm. S. Tome, 






Toledo, Spain. Erich Lessing / Art Resource, NY. 


THE SACRED ECONOMY OF INTERCESSION: ICONS, SAINES, AND THE TRAFFIC OF 
SEEING 

In his eighth-century defense of icón veneration, John of Damascus argued 
not only for the power of the icón to act as a médium that relayed honor to its 
archetype, he situated all things within a set of universal hierarehies 
elassieally expressed by Pseudo-Dionysius.^^ This ontologieal arehiteeture 
was erueial for Byzantine theology and visual praetiee beeause it explained 
the strueture of the universe, and how it eonveyed thought as aetion from the 
human to the divine, and how the hierarehy eonveyed divine graee and energy 
to humanity as a metaphysieal eeonomy of petition and favor. In other words, 
the strueture of the universe aeeounted for the nature of divine and human 
relations in light of the Ineamation. Beeause God had embodied himself in 
Jesús and invested his graee and power in the saints and martyrs as his 
ífiends, marked by their imitation of Jesús, God provided the means for the 
deifieation of humanity, that is, the material redemption and spiritual 
transfiguration or sanetifieation. In Orthodox theology, theosis, or deifieation, 
was a material infusión by divine energy. Jesús was the unión of divine and 
human that retumed the human to its original State of peaee with God. The 
Ineamation redeemed human nature: the Word beeame human and “our whole 
nature was restored to aneient blessedness, through whieh that nature has 
aseended from the lowest parts of the earth beyond every prineipality and is 
seated on the very throne of the Father.”^"^ Theosis deifies human nature not 
by transforming it into something it is not, but by partieipation, by unión. In a 
praetieal sense, taking on the image of the ieon was one way in whieh theosis 
may be said to have happened. John of Damaseus reeounted a story of John 
Chrysostom aequiring the physieal appearanee of the ieon of Paul, whieh he 
devotedly venerated: “he would gaze at it and attend to him as if he were 
alive, and bless him, and bring the whole of his thoughts to him, imagining 
that he was speaking with him in his eontemplation.” When one of his 
diseiples looked at the ieon one day, he was startled to see the likeness of 
John and Paul, who were so similar that the diseiple eonsidered them “the 
very same.”^^ 

There was good reason, aeeording to John of Damaseus, to portray the 
saints and to venerate them via their ieons. The saints were the army of 
Christ, those who did his bidding, enaeted his will. “Should not we, who 
depiet God, make images of the saints?”^^ Not to do so, he made elear in 
another treatise on the same subjeet, was to offend the one who proelaimed 
the saints his friends: “So one who does not honor the saints does not honor 


the Lord himself.”^^ Early images of Christ and Mary, showing them 
enthroned and surrounded by the saints and angels, signaled the hierarehy that 
struetured the universe and demonstrated how the ieon was a key form of 
interfaee, an honored way of engaging the hierarehy to partieipate in the 
reality of redemption and to benefit from the system of relations that the eult 
of saints allowed. They were part of a spiritual bureaueraey or system of 
intereession that weleomed the devotion of the petitioner, asking for 
assistanee of one kind or another. The saints eonveyed the petition to Christ 
by intereeding on behalf of the human request. This was not regarded as a 
distaneing from God, as the leonoelastie party averred, but rather as the very 
means for respeetfully, eonfídently approaehing him. To ignore the saints, 
espeeially for John of Damaseus, to disregard their visual devotion through 
the ieon, was to insult God himself by spuming his friends. 

The strueture of the universe as negotiated by the visual eult of the saints is 
admirably deseribed by Burial of the Count of Orgaz (see fig. 19), painted in 
1586-88 by Domenikos Theotokopoulos, better known as El Greeo. This 
pieture may be analyzed as an unfolding of the proeess of interfaee, or what 
happens in the reeiproeal gaze, the engagement with an ieon. My elaim is that 
seeing the human faee in the visual field struetured by the ieon operates as an 
entry into a larger set of relations. In some sense, every human faee is an ieon 
inasmueh as its surfaee and engaging exehange with others mediates a 
priority, plaeing itself before those viewing it. “Before” here earries not only a 
spatial sense, but an equally ethieal one. Emmanuel Levinas and others have 
worked out the philosophieal artieulation of this eneounter. To see the faee of 
another is to be addressed with the duty or eall to respond, to be responsible. 
Thus, aeeording to Levinas, the priority of the other, standing before me, is 
the basis of human soeiality.^^ Ieon veneration builds upon one of the most 
eommon visual experienees of the human speeies—the faee-to-faee eneounter 
with another whose priority I experienee as my responsibility to him or her. 
The relation implies an indebtedness—the existential eondition for saered and 
moral eeonomies deseribed above. I owe the other, my debt is the eondition of 
my soeial existenee (and every one else’s): I stand in obligation to the other 
before me. 

Perhaps the deepest existential experienees of the indebtedness that 
Levinas deseribes is the primaey of the faee-to-faee relation of parent and 
ehild. The relationship of the two, from birth, is profoundly dependent on the 
visual eonneetion immediately established and earefully maintained and 
relied upon in the gaze engulfing them.^^ This intímate tie eharaeterizes the 
most eherished of ieons in Byzantine tradition: the Madonna and Child, as it 
is ealled in the West, and the Theotokos, or Mother of God, in the East (fíg. 
20). In this famous instanee, the Vladimir Madonna, we see a eommon and 


beloved visual formula. Mary looks directly into the eyes of the viewer, but 
then directs our gaze with her hand to the object of her affection, the Christ 
ehild, who gazes intently into her eyes. The viewer’s gaze interseets with 
Christ’s in the eye of the Mother of God, making her the médium of divine 
eneounter, embodied aeeess to the divine. The tender relationship between 
mother and ehild has been adored for eenturies and is a favorite devotional 
image beeause this tendemess seeures the hope of devout viewers that their 
petitions to the Mother of God will enjoy a powerful advoeate before Christ. 
The mother bore the ehild and partieipated in his life of suffering and the 
passion at his life’s end. As a result, she enjoys, as El Greeo’s painting elearly 
shows, a vaunted plaee of authority in the eanopy of heaven, ideally poised to 
intereede for the soul before the eentrally plaeed Son and Judge, who, as in 
Miehelangelo’s Last Judgment, whieh El Greeo saw in Rome, is seated over 
the universe to render his lasting deeisions with the graeeful gesture of his 
hands. One of Christ’s hands hovers, in El Greeo’s pieture, just above his 
loving mother, and the other above John the Baptist, who, as eelestial 
advoeate, looks at Christ and appeals to the Virgin.^® The juridieal matter 
before this heavenly eourt is the soul of Don Gonzalo Ruis of Toledo, Lord of 
Orgaz, whose infant-soul is direeted into a eelestial birth eanal, whenee it will 
shortly enter the presenee of the enthroned magistrate. But El Greeo assures 
US that the nobleman will arrive in good stead, having as his advoeates no less 
than the eousin (John) and the mother of the judge. 



FIGURE 20. Madonna of Vladimir. Russian Icón, eleventh to tweifth century. Tretyakov Gallery, 
Moscow, Russia. Scala / Art Resource, NY. 





FIGURE 21. El Greco, the painter’s son, Jorge Manuel, detall of figure 19. 

But I have mshed to the mystical peak of the image; it is best to retum to 
its beginning, down below, in the lower left, where the viewer’s gaze is first 
arrested by the oval faee of a boy, whose eye seeks ours out quite plaeidly 
(fíg. 21), engaging viewers in a reeiproeal gaze. He direets us inward with a 
quiet gesture, to the supine body of a dead man. The boy is no mere lad. He is 
the painter’s son, Jorge Manuel, bom in 1578, the date inseribed (with the 
double-entendre “Domenikos Theotokopoulos made this”) on the 
handkerehief emerging from his poeket. The identity of the boy is noteworthy 
for my aeeount sinee I premise the emotional appeal of the ieon, the hope 
with whieh the devout look to it, on the visual bond joining parent and ehild. 
Moreover, in the fundamental visual gesture of the ieon, the look of the boy 
seeks out the viewer’s gaze and seeures it for an ensuing series of relays that 
eulminate in a eireular eolloquy of gazes and gestures among Jesús, John, and 
Mary. From the boy’s pointing finger the eye moves aeross the figure of the 






dead Count, held by no less than Saints Augustine and Stephen, to the hand of 
the priest in the right foreground. His transparent surplice prepares viewers 
for what they will eneounter as they follow the priest’s gaze upward toward 
the translueent, glowing elouds that part to allow the passage of the eount’s 
soul. Along the way, we pass by a row of portrait heads, dressed not in the 
eostume of the fourteenth eentury, when the nobleman died (1323), but in the 
style of the Toledo of El Greeo’s day. These eontemporaries, one or two of 
whom have been identified as friends of the painter, look downward at the 
miraele taking plaee before them, or upward, at the invisible event taking 
plaee overhead. 

The story is that in 1327 the body of Don Gonzalo was removed from its 
resting plaee in the Augustinian monastery of St. Stephen, in Toledo, for 
reburial in the Chureh of St. Thomas, to whieh Don Gonzalo had bequeathed 
the means for enlargement and redeeoration.^^ Beeause he was remembered 
for his good deeds toward the Augustinians of St. Stephen’s monastery, and 
for his devotion to St. Thomas, the eaballero’s reburial merited speeial 
attention. It was sanetioned by the miraeulous appearanee of two of 
Christianity’s leading saints: Stephen, the first martyr, whose death by stoning 
was reeounted in the Book of Aets, and who was the patrón of the monastery 
in Toledo, and Augustine, Bishop of Hippo, leading doetor of the ehureh and 
founder of the Augustinian orden The two deseended from heaven to deposit 
the eount in his new burial site. It may seem a bit mueh in retrospeet, but the 
story was erueial for the litigation neeessary to extraet the endowment of an 
annual sum due to the Chureh of St. Thomas by the township of Don 
Gonzalo’s domain. Payment, however, had been deferred by the inhabitants 
sinee 1564. Andrés Núñez, parish priest of the ehureh, fíled suit and won a 
favorable verdiet in 1569. Beeause the deeision ineluded the entire aeeount in 
arrears, the Chureh of Saint Thomas was awarded a substantial sum. 

Perhaps it had been neeessary for Augustine himself to approve the 
transfer of the body to soothe the feelings of the loeal Augustinians, who were 
losing the wealthy and pious knight’s presenee in their monastery. Don 
Gonzalo had been an importan! benefaetor of the monastery. There had been a 
long medieval history of sueh “translations” and their legitimation by 
miraeles, espeeially in the ease of “saered thefts” of relies.But that was a 
matter of the fourteenth eentury. In the sixteenth eentury the situation was 
different. If anyone had doubted the notion that Augustine and Stephen had 
eondeseended to attend the translation, there was little reason for skeptieism 
now. Long-suffering faith in saintly eare was amply rewarded; the effieaey of 
intereession riehly vindieated. Augustine and Stephen had taken eare of those 
devoted to them. Their elabórate presenee may be intended to underseore the 
real reason for the sueeessful lawsuit. A monumental image that lauded the 


cult of the saints and the power of their intercession, as well as the reward of a 
good man’s ecclesial benefactions (especially as a triumphant lesson to 
stinting townspeople), El Greco’s painting was deeply engaged in the politics 
of the Counter Reformation, whose cause Catholic Spain, under the 
leadership of Phillip II, considered paramount. Artists could not have asked 
for a more glorious commendation of their craft to patrons. Sts. Stephen and 
Augustine are even dressed in their own icons—^the illustrated panels woven 
into their lumbering mantles. This is a picture that hymns the dedication of 
wealth to the cause of being remembered, with the assurance that everyone 
wins: artist, patrón, church. 

And laity, it is very important to add. El Greco’s painting endorses the cult 
of the saints, not just the apotheosis of a benefactor. The picture maps out the 
very process of intercession and addresses itself not only to the wealthy, but, 
in the glistening eyes and sober face of the youthful Jorge Manuel, to the 
viewer who pauses devoutly before the image in the Church of St. Thomas 
(see fig. 21). His look invites the viewer into the composition, as we have 
noted, to join his contemporaries assembled in the long line of gentlemen who 
witness (to) the event. They were not there, in 1327, to see the count 
translated, but they attest to its reality and take their place beneath the 
heavenly realities that open above them as a consequence of the event. They 
mark the present, which slides ineluctably from the past into the future, that 
is, to the judgment of souls. As gentlemen, they are also the patrón class. Who 
better to endorse pious works of art? 

While recalling the format of Michelangelo’s Last Judgment, the picture 
sounds none of the fresco’s towering gloom. For the devout viewer who 
brought to the Church of St. Thomas the burdens of life, the image deftly 
initiated a rising series of relays, that is, a succession of intercessory gestares 
that carried petitions to the feet of Christ himself. Heaven and earth are not 
ruptured from one another in the dualistic metaphysics of the Reformation, 
but are as near to one another as the incandescent clouds glowing just 
overhead, opening up to reveal the assembled hosts and the hierarchy of 
sacred personages. The scheme conveys a very different sacred economy than 
the one endorsed by Luther and Calvin, who argued for direct, unmediated 
access to the redemptive grace of Jesús. For El Greco and his patrón, for 
Counter-Reformation Spain, the saints and Mary were God’s friends, his 
representatives, those in whom he had invested his authority in a spiritual 
bureaucracy that structured the universa in a vertical ascent and descent of 
offices. By picturing the ascent of the nobleman’s soul through the court of 
saintly testimony and intercession and by staging the soul’s presentation 
before the judgment seat of Christ, El Greco underscored a key difference 
between Reformation and Counter-Reformation. Luther insisted that those 


justified by grace need not fear the Last Judgment, ñor even regard it as 
judgment. In one sermón he plaeed the following words in the mouth of 
Christ regarding “the pieture of Christ as a judge”: “Do not pieture Me thus, 
do not regard Me as a judge. Instead of invoking the saints, appeal to Me, 
your true Mediator and Saint. Just eome to Me.”^"^ El Greeo, by eontrast, 
showed the fundamental role of the saints and martyrs in helping to seeure 
salvation by witnessing in the heavenly eourt on behalf of the soul. Where 
Luther nullified the salvifie role of the saints, Catholie reaetion was to reassert 
their plaee. As John of Damaseus had implied, ignoring the ieon of Christ 
questioned the very truth of the Ineamation. Likewise, refusing to honor the 
plaee of his saints meant refusing to honor the determinations of God himself. 
The devotion of Christ to his mother and to his family member and 
forerunner, John the Baptist, represented by El Greeo as an intímate eirele at 
the summit of his painting, vouehed safe the inelination of the Savior to honor 
the requests laid before him by these lofty advoeates of mere mortals. 

So I retum to the faee of the painter’s son, gazing at us so serenely, and 
diseem a parallel between him and his father, here below, and Jesús and his 
mother, there above (see fig. 21). Parent and ehild remain the essential foree 
that eompels the viewer’s gaze to respond in kind to Jorge Manuel’s. (And El 
Greeo’s súmame, Theotokopoulos, written on the boy’s handkerehief, eehoes 
the Greek term for Mary, Theotokos, Mother of God.) Condensed in the 
viewer’s response to this faee is the interface with everything that follows. 
That is the power of the ieon: that it allows intímate eonneetion with the 
ultímate by means of a speeial eeonomy, by means of a médium of exehange, 
a eurreney that mns a long way on the swift feet of promise, on eredit that 
will make good. Everything is there, waiting in the boy’s faee, and if you do 
not see it, then you are not looking with the eyes of faith, with the expeetation 
and need that are invested in the mounting system of intereessions that end in 
the graeeful danee of hands in the domed apex of the pieture. Their eireular 
movement reeeives the petition, then issues its response, whose favor reverses 
the aseent, moving downward through the ministrations of the saints and the 
offiee of the ehureh into the earthly stratum of the faithful gathered about the 
dead knight, and eommunieated finally by the steady gaze of Jorge Manuel. 
The interfaee takes time to explain, to nárrate, but happens instantaneously in 
the visual eeonomy of ieonie veneration. It begins when the viewer looks at 
Jorge Manuel and ends when the boy looks baek. 

Interfaee is a term familiar in eomputer teehnology, referring to the 
eompatibility of systems or deviees, that is, their eapaeity to eonneet and 
eommunieate with one another. This usually means one deviee plugging into 
another sueh that they beeome an integrated, single system operating 
harmoniously. The idea extends to the ethies of human eneounter and to the 


believer’s experience of gazing upon Christian icons. At different times in 
their religion’s history, Christian writers have stressed the notion that visión 
transfers the properties of the seen to the viewer. Reeall the story told by John 
of Damaseus regarding John Chrysostom. It is an aneient idea, one that is to 
be found in many times and religious settings. For example, Plato eensured 
Homer for portraying the gods’ passions, sinee aetors impersonating sueh 
gods on stage (wearing theatrieal masks ealled “personae” by the Romans) 
were in danger of beeoming like those they imitated. Similarly, parents fear 
the exposure of their ehildren to images of violenee and sensuality beeause 
ehildren may in some respeet beeome like what they behold.^^ Interfaee blurs 
the distinetion between two parties and empties the self of the viewer into the 
new register of being. The lure of the young boy’s gaze in El Greeo’s 
painting, so familiar in Renaissanee and Baroque art, establishes a eonneetion 
to viewers, leading them into the saered event, into a world of faith. 

THE PORTRAIT ICON AND MODERN VISUALITY 

The ieon persists in the modem imaginary beeause it offers interfaee with a 
reality (supematural or mundane) that is grounded in the eompelling bond 
between parent and ehild. This is elearly at work in devotional praetiees 
informed by pietures of the Madonna and Child in Román Catholieism. One 
may also fínd it among Protestants.^^ But this diseussion of ieons may strike 
many readers as odd sinee the typieal notion of an ieon is the small, 
devotional portrait of a saint, Mary, or Jesús, who gazes quietly at the viewer 
from just inside of the pieture frame, establishing what viewers eherish: an 
immediate eonneetion or relationship that is deeply felt and sought after by 
the devout. The reeeption of the Byzantine ieon in Western Europe during the 
late Middle Ages tended strongly to prefer the small devotional image of 
Christ, Mary or the saints, over the mueh larger mosaie or freseoed imagery 
adhering to the domes and walls of Eastem ehurehes, portraying seenes from 
the Bible or large, looming portraits of Christ as Lord of the Creation. This 
preferenee was due in no small way to the faet that the smaller ieons were 
those pilfered by Crusaders and brought baek to Western European 
monasteries, ehurehes, and eourts as saered booty. Consequently, they were 
available to the pious for devotion and to artists for emulation.^^ But another 
reason is also importan! to bear in mind. The smaller portrait style, more 
eondueive to intimate inspeetion and the direet gaze of veneration, suited the 
eontemplative spirituality represented admirably by Nieholas of Cusa, who 
wrote, we reeall, about the omnivoyant image of Christ, a Veroniea by Rogier 
van der Weyden (see fig. 11).^^ “O Lord,” he uttered gazing upon the image 
that retumed his gaze, “when You look upon me with an eye of graeiousness. 


what is Your seeing, other than Your being seen by me? In seeing me, You 
who are deus absconditus give Yourself to be seen by me.”^^ The ieon was 
the hidden deity looking baek, revealing himself in the gaze, presenting 
himself for the earess of the human other. And endorsing a eoneeption of 
personhood as the unique, interior identity or soul that mirrors the intimate 
personal reality of the deity. 

But onee we step beyond the religious eontext of the Byzantine and 
Western ieon and enter the modem and seeular world of the “eultural ieon,” 
how is it that the word eontinues to have anything even remotely similar in 
meaning to the Christian ieon? A elear definition by two seholars of 
eontemporary visual eulture offers a useful way to approaeh the eontinuity of 
the term. Marita Sturken and Lisa Cartwright State that an ieon “is an image 
that refers to something outside of its individual eomponents, something (or 
someone) that has great symbolie meaning for many people. leons are often 
pereeived to represent universal eoneepts, emotions, and meanings.” The 
authors then look at two paintings of the Madonna and Child as images in 
whieh many people find “universal eoneepts of maternal emotion, the 
essential bond between a mother and her offspring, and the dependenee of 
that ehild upon her.”"^^ Sturken and Cartwright basten to point out that elaims 
for a eultural ieon’s universality are, in faet, tendentious, operating in favor of 
a partieular eultural perspeetive—in this ease, the interest of Christianity. The 
elaim for universality is likely identieal to the elaim for immediaey: the point 
is to eoneeal the eultural apparatus that underlies the relationship of a viewer 
to the image, rendering it invisible. 

In spite of the many differenees between an ieon in the Eastem Orthodox 
tradition and the ieon on one’s eomputer desktop, uses of the same term are 
eonneeted by an important semantie strand. In both eases, icón means an 
aeeess or entry point, a portal that opens up into something greater, wider, 
deeper. Interfaee with a printer, for instanee, allows a eomputer to do 
something it otherwise eould not. In both instanees, seeing the ieon is an 
interfaee with a greater referent. An ieon is in some manner intimately linked 
to what it mediatos. Whether the ieon pietures the faee of a saint (linked to it 
by the ontology of likeness) or the ieon is a eolleetive representation of a 
largor set of examples (the Madonna image as a representation of 
motherhood), or whether the ieon is a kind of exemplar of what fans desire to 
beeome (the singer Madonna as ieon of sex appeal): in every ease the ieon 
shares something with what it refers to sueh that the image is experieneed as 
more than a sign. It is regarded as partieipating in its referent. The power of 
the ieon tums on how it negotiates an absenee to render a presenee. To see the 
ieon is to enter the visual presenee of its referent, to interfaee with it. The 
interfaee entails morphing one thing into another. By holding a hammer, my 


hand’s soft surface is transformed into a hard one good for pounding nails. 
Hand and hammer form an interface. By interfacing with a printer, a Computer 
is able to transform its electronic text into a printed one. Seeing an icón is like 
seeing a face, which is the gateway to the person embodied in the face. To 
behold the icón is to draw cióse to another—as a devotee, a fan, or a 
consumen It is this special character of the icón that makes it a powerful 
feature of the cult of the saints, but also what lends the commodity its 
mystique or aura in capitalist economics, which Marx called the “commodity 
fetish,” that is, the infusión of the commodity with an excess valué, an 
immaterial quality—in his view, alienated labor, disguised by the spell of the 
commodity’s prestige, glamour, eros, or “Italianicity,” to draw on Roland 
Barthes’ famous example of an advertisement for spaghetti."^^ 

The quest for something mysterious, an elusive essence or aura, is evident 
in the application of the terms icón and iconic to other kinds of objects in 
modem society. Traditional icons supply the image in the place of the missing 
body of the saint. Modem icons posit the absence of something whose 
replacement they promise. Commercial advertisements, for example, 
firequently tum on telling consumers they lack something that can be fulfilled 
in the product they promote. Popular iconic imagery often filis another kind 
of absence, the loss of a bountiful past. Thus, Norman RockwelTs popular 
images have often been called “national icons or archetypes.”'^^ For example, 
on the front page of my local newspaper on Thanksgiving Day, 2010, 
appeared Rockwell’s 1943 war póster, Freedom from Want (fig. 22). Most 
Americans will not remember it as wartime propaganda, but as a touching 
celebration of the vaguely religious American holiday of Thanksgiving. An 
elderly couple, patriarch and matriarch presiding over the family gathering, 
present a gigantic turkey to their loved ones, who’ve come together to share 
the ritual dinner. The spectacle of a formally set table and convivial 
conversation is anchored by the ancient pair, who are oblivious to the banter 
of their offspring as they lovingly provide the substance of the meal. They are 
the prototypes of lesser emanations encircling the table, and as such the 
couple are Rockwell’s object of sentiment: the tme meaning of Thanksgiving 
recovered in an act of devotion, the doting pair’s act of generosity, a bounty 
that recapitulates the progeny that their love produced. 

The local newspaper capped the reproduction of the image with the phrase 
“Iconic American Images.Why are RockwelTs pictures iconic? The 
seeking gaze of one face radiales from the lower right, where a figure tums to 
look directly at the viewer, creating an entry into the image in a reciprocal 
gaze. Yet this image is not an icón in the traditional sense. If the term is to 
apply, as its repeated use suggests it may, we need to adjust the definition of 
icón somewhat. If a sacred icón offers interactive visual contad with the saint. 


this cultural icón and many others produced by Rockwell may be said to offer 
visual aeeess to something unmistakably Ameriean: they personify the ethos 
or eharaeter of the nation—^the thoughts, valúes, ideáis, feelings, pereeptions, 
or mental images that are Ameriea. 

Of eourse, for either image to be ieonie, the viewer must be prepared to 
believe something. In the ease of the Christian ieon, the image aets as an ieon 
to those with faith that the pietured saint is available in a reeiproeal gaze. In 
the ease of Roekwell, the images are ieonie to those who aetually believe the 
pietures eapture something desirable—^the good oíd days, Ameriea of 
yesteryear, the way it ought to be. Without that faith, they are not ieons at all, 
but delusions or miseoneeptions or lies. But for many Amerieans, Roekwell’s 
images are true, or at least they portray the way things ought to be or onee 
were. Right or wrong, if that is so the seholar of Ameriean eulture has in the 
eorpus of Roekwell’s imagery the opportunity to see inside a widely shared 
imaginary. Indeed, the eurator of an exhibition of Roekwell paintings 
eommented, “Whether you know the ñame Roekwell or not, his pietures have 
entered our psyehes.” That is the domain of the modem, seeular ieon: the 
eolleetive mental spaee of a soeial imaginary. “You only have to look to the 
Thanksgiving image,” the eurator eontinued, “that everyone aspires to at 
Thanksgiving and so rarely aehieves.”^^ This seeond eomment eaptures 
something important about RoekwelTs pietures: they dwell on loss. Whereas 
Freedom from Want was ereated by Roekwell to eelebrate what the Ameriean 
eause in World War Two meant to proteet, the image sinee then has eome to 
mean the ideal of Thanksgiving that, as the eurator put it, “everyone ... so 
rarely aehieves.” His work eommonly posits a fading national ideal, one that 
must be reeovered and seeured beeause it exists in the past and did everything 
to ereate the bounty of the all-too eomplaeent Ameriean present. 



FIGURE 22. Norman Rockwell, Freedom from Want, 1943. The Norman Rockwell Art Collection 
Trust, the Norman Rockwell Museum, Stockbridge, Massachusetts. 


The power of the ieon eonsists of the ability to fill the absenee eaused by 
death, whieh is the eharaeteristie differenee of a saered eeonomy. RoekwelTs 
pietures are ieons beeause they testify to that generativo, but fragüe past that 
beeomes available in the moral eeonomy of eivil ritual. Looking at Freedom 
from Want, it is not immediately elear that the ehatty, smiling family members 
reeognize the venerable presenee and lineage of their prototypes serving them 
the totemie turkey. RoekwelTs Ameriea is eommonly glimpsed through veils 
of sentiment, eonstrueted as a nostalgie look at yesteryear. His images are 
ieons in this regard: they open up a view to this fond past and move the 
viewer to long for its fabled retum. Whereas the Orthodox ieon eollapsed 
distanee into the immediaey of interfaee, RoekwelTs ieons shift from the 
spatial register to the temporal. The absenee in question is temporal, not 
spatial. Beeause his ieons seek to behold a fading or vanished national ideal. 


time poses the barrier to be negotiated in the pursuit of presenee. 

The temporality of the modem ieon is evident in another way in 
RoekwelTs oeuvre. The operation of yeaming in his images eould also be 
inverted into looking for a desired future. Roekwell was able to eapture 
longing as a way of seeing, whieh eonstmeted the image as a sort of ieon 
opening wishfully onto an ideal State of affairs in the future rather than the 
past. An image that poignantly demonstrates the seeular operation of an ieon 
is a remarkable painting entitled Girl at a Mirror (fig. 23), whieh appeared on 
the eover of the Saturday Evening Post in 1954. The girl is gripped by her 
own image before a mirror, gazing questioningly at herself, or at the 
possibility of beeoming another self, built upon the model resting on her lap, a 
glamour shot of aetress Jane Russell. She seeks to put on the very look of the 
future, to see herself as the faee of a more glamorous versión of herself. The 
image gives us a poignant instanee of interfaee. The image also suggests that 
the mirror-stage deseribed by Laean and others (see ehapter 1) may not be 
limited to early ehildhood. Eneountering one’s speeular self aets as a 
ritualized negotiation in the shift in self-eoneeptions. By looking longingly at 
her refleetion through the lens of Jane RusselTs ieon, the girl envisions a new 
possibility for herself. She sees a new speeular I, a different self looking baek, 
one that urges the embodied self to respond to the image. The speeular self is 
a new look, the way the girl wants to appear—^to herself and to others. The 
image is more than an image—it partieipates in her desired reality, reshaping 
the embodied self to its own image. 


FIGURE 23. Norman Rockwell, Girl at a Mirror, 1954. The Norman Rockwell Art Collection Trust, 
the Norman Rockwell Museum, Stockbridge, Massachusetts. 

Rockwell’s touching picture suggests that the modem human self is not 
static, but caught up in an unstable State of beeoming. The mirror, the looking- 
glass, peers into the future, enabling or at least promising the transition to a 
fiiture State of the self. In quest of her refashioned ego, the girl has east aside 
the dolí, whieh lies still frozen in the gesture of sitting on its mother’s lap. We 
see a moral eeonomy at work, an aet of exehange in the midst of negotiation. 
If she engaged the dolí in what I deseribed as the virtual gaze in her 
ehildhood, ereating herself vieariously by direeting the dolTs play, she 
interseets the reeiproeal gaze with the devotional gaze, looking altematively 
to the eultural ieon of the film star and the adoleseent image in the mirror 
before her. Having leapt from the visual exemplar of the Madonna and Child 
(eehoed by the girl and her dolí) into the stream of images pouring from 
Hollywood and Ameriean advertising, the girl barters a new way of 





addressing herself and the world. Her State of undress, perched before the 
mirror in an undergarment, her ungainly bare feet and her modestly enelosed 
arms, show that the projeet of self-fashioning is preeariously underway. Will 
she sueeeed? Laean’s view of the image, distinetly negative, suggests she will 
not. There is no Real to grasp, only a mythie eonstruetion to pursue. And the 
image, he opined, was not a benevolent power, but quite the opposite."^^ “In 
the matter of the visible,” he wrote, “everything is a trap.”'^^ The devotional 
gaze would mean in this dark sense a eontainment or imprisonment of the girl 
in a eonsumerist fantasy-self, a eultural eonstruetion fed by the eommodity- 
fetishism of popular film."^^ 

Yet there may be signs that suggest growth, a painful but organie 
development of self. That the girl hovers in a liminal stage is made elear by 
the faet that she sits on a toy box, a relie of her ehildhood, while on the floor 
we see the aeeoutrements of the new look—lipstiek, a eompaet, a brush, and a 
eomb. The arrangement of her hair, an ingenuous aet of eonformation to the 
prototype on her lap, suggests a sort of seeular ieonie veneration, an imitatio 
Christi that seems to have left the devout soul something less than fully 
eonvineed. If the gap between himself and the Veroniea eharged Nieholas of 
Cusa with Christ’s presenee. Jane RusselTs ieon inspires but does not yet 
aehieve emulation in the girTs self-imaging. Here, at the beginning of a new 
epoeh of the girTs selfhood, we espy the baekstage of the modem theatre of 
the self, how stages of preparation eonsist of images eonsumed in the 
produetion of identity. To see a finished self, the pieture fondly implies, is not 
to see the traees of its eonstruetion. The terms of the trade—one image for 
another, that is, the dolí for the film idol—^remain visible as a visual 
transaetion in the eultural marketplaee of identity. If Christian interfaee with 
the ieonie image of Christ was intended to result in the believer’s taking on 
the image of Christ by means of a self-emptying absorption before the 
savior’s ieonie visage, RoekwelTs girl engages in an interfaee that she hopes 
will bestow a new look, a new faee, whieh she wagers the mirror will eonjure 
forth. In eaeh ease, the viewer pays attention with an expeetation of a retum 
for the priee. Seeing is a fervid médium of exehange. 

RoekwelTs pieture urges us to eonsider that the reeiproeal gaze applies 
very well to modem visual experienee, even the very different eireumstanees 
of seeular fashion and eommodities. One reason for this is the role of images 
as the means of exehange. The point of the reeiproeal gaze, in other words, is 
to get what one sees, whieh is what one wants or needs, whieh is what the 
past assembles and the visual field organizes in a vast apparatus that the eyes 
of faith eloak desperately, hopefully beneath desire. Whether it is theosis, 
imitatio Christi, or the seeular therapy of eommoditized self-fashioning, ieons 
mediate aeeess to the desiderátum in the visual operation of interfaee. 


PART TWO 

The Senses of Belief 



CHAPTER 5 


The Matter of the Heart 

Touching and Seeing 


One way that seeing works is to promise toueh. In English, the verb behold 
suggests this relationship between sight and toueh. To see ean mean “to want 
to toueh” or “to want to be touehed by another,” espeeially if one uses the 
related verb to look. To look for means “to expeet,” “to seek out,” “to long 
for.” The element of desire is evident in eaeh, and that is one reason why 
eultured despisers of imaging from Plato to Calvin have eommonly attaeked 
the praetiee of making or admiring images: they invite the indulgenee of 
desire. Seeing is dangerous beeause it leads to touehing. Seholars who have 
studied the eonneetion of touehing and seeing have used the term haptic 
visuality to deseribe a eertain powerful mode of visión—seeing that maps the 
visual terrain in terms of toueh, texture, proximity, all sensory features that 
the hands and the body use to register the material eharaeter of something.^ 
Human visión is able to antieipate these features sinee its stereometrie 
eonstruetion is able to pereeive mass, relativo size, distanee, movement, and 
texture. Seeing partieipates in touehing by virtue of mapping some of its key 
attributes.^ The optieal and the haptie are not identieal, but they work together 
to eonstrue better the worlds of experienee that engage human beings. The 
moralists militate against the hardware of human sensation: seeing and 
touehing are firmly linked and work powerfully together. 

How does the eollaboration opérate in religious materiality? How is seeing 
related to a taetile interpretation of the saered? If seeing is the promise of 
touehing, religious seeing would mean eneountering the saered in material 
terms. The history of the devotion to the Saered Heart of Jesús offers a ease in 
point. The devotion’s historieal development is intrieately artieulated by the 
eontroversial issue of the materiality of the heart itself and by the relationship 
between seeing the heart and engaging in the eeonomies of forgiveness that 
were debated by the Saered Heart’s detraetors and proponents. On the one 



hand, seeing the heart of Jesús connected viewers materially to the sacred by 
engaging them in a penitential economy. The tangibility of the heart of Jesús, 
gripped and held forth in images by Jesús himself, offered for adoration, 
beekoned a devout response in an exehange that was understood to repay the 
deity for the expense of oíTenses against him. On the other hand, erities 
elaimed that visualizing the heart as an organ and adoring it perverted the real 
Work of graee, whieh was invisible and undertaken entirely by God himself in 
the aetion of the Holy Spirit. 

Yet the history of the heart’s materiality is even more intrieate than sueh 
theologieal points might suggest: devotion to the heart may be usefully 
studied as a rhetorieal development over the eourse of two eenturies and 
more. Variously defining the heart as an erotie substitute, as an organ of 
ieonie power, as a metaphor, or as a Symbol, some advoeates of its adoration 
have even eome in reeent years to eliminate the heart altogether from the 
portrayal of the Saered Heart of Jesús. In every ease, seeing the heart in a 
partieular form eonstituted a way of understanding the relationship of the 
material and the spiritual. Seeing was a way of longing to toueh and be 
touehed by the saered. This ehapter explores the relation between touehing 
and seeing, matter and spirit, in terms of several different moments in the 
eontroversial history of the devotion to the Saered Heart. 

THE EROTICS OF PAIN 

Devotion to the heart of Jesús oeeurred in the Middle Ages, but the modem 
devotion began in the seventeenth eentury, most distinetively with the 
Visitationist nun, Margaret-Mary Alaeoque (1647-90), whose autobiography, 
eompleted in 1685, provides a remarkable aeeount of an extreme ease of 
devotion. From a very early age, aeeording to the autobiography, Alaeoque 
experieneed a viseeral repugnanee at sin.^ Her father died when she was eight 
years oíd. The following year she was sent to a eonvent for edueation where 
she remembered herself as a shy, retiring girl who for many years struggled 
with family members, espeeially her mother, to be able to pursue the voeation 
of a nun. The absent father and oppositional mother beeame a pattem that 
struetured her relationship to Jesús and the eventual series of mothers superior 
who were tasked by her extraordinary mortifieations and visions for the 
remainder of her life. 

The piety that took shape in Alaeoque’s experienee as a young woman and 
throughout her years as a religious tumed on the twofold nature of Christ as 
lover and judge, passionate spouse and relentlessly demanding diseiplinarian. 
She longed to be his lover and his slave. Suffering beeame the médium for 
satisfying both impulses: erueified and abused to share his suffering, punished 


and tortured to expíate the offenses made against him—^by her own sin and 
the ingratitude of humanity in general. The visual display of Jesús’s suffering 
served as revelation and as a médium for drawing near to him. Early on, Jesús 
would appear to her “under the form of the erueifix or of an Eeee Homo, or as 
earrying His eross.” The imagery filled her with “the ardent desire . . . to 
suffer” in order that she might render herself “eonformable to my suffering 
Jesús.As mueh as Jesús demanded her self-mortifieation and berated her 
vanity, he also favored her with the assuranee that he would deliver her from 
the travail of her worldly life. As her family arranged to present her suitors for 
marriage, Alaeoque praised Jesús as “the most beautiful, the wealthiest, the 
most powerñil, the most perfeet, and the most aeeomplished amongst all 
lovers.”^ Wooed by him, Alaeoque longed for the religious life and 
submission to “the Divine Spouse of my soul,” who asked her if she would 
“agree to His taking possession and making Himself Master of my liberty.” 
She “willingly eonsented” and asked her family that “all suitors should be 
dismissed.”^ 

In 1671, she was aeeepted at the Visitationist house in Paray, where she 
trained her energies on the erotie relationship she experieneed. “[Jesús] 
pursued me so elosely,” she wrote, “that I had no leisure exeept to think of 
how I eould love Him by erueifying myself.”^ When she reeeived the habit, 
Jesús revealed that the time of espousal had arrived and he “aequired a new 
right over me. . . . [AJfter the manner of the most passionate of lovers. He 
would, during that time, allow me to taste all that was sweetest and most 
delightful in the tokens of His love.”^ Her eolleagues and those in eharge at 
the eonvent were disturbed by the young nun’s experienees, exeessive zeal, 
and sometimes bizarre behavior. She was eonstantly the subjeet of skillfül, if 
frustrated, intervention to induee her to eat and to restrain her from extreme 
self-diseipline. Many eame to eonsider her possessed by the devil.^ The 
resistanee dismayed Alaeoque beeause she felt it only hindered the intimaey 
and intensity of her relationship with Jesús. When she eonsulted him, he 
eounseled submission to the mother superior. Yet her eompulsion to suffer for 
and with Jesús was irrepressible. At root, it appears, was a stringent aversión 
to the self, the ego that needed to be evaeuated in order to satisfy Christ’s 
demand for justiee and to join him in his own eruel agonies. Extreme 
suffering eonstituted a radieal form of empathy, a self-emptying 
dismantlement of the self as Alaeoque’s way of seeking an intímate 
eonneetion with Jesús. After professing her vows in 1672, she was favored 
with the eontinual presenee of her divine lover. The presenee “imprinted in 
me so deep a sense of self-annihilation, that I felt, as it were, sunk and 
annihilated in the abyss of my nothingness, whenee I have not sinee been able 
to withdraw myself.”^® This experienee led to her first mystieal eneounter 


with the Sacred Heart, which was steeped in the contemplation of the 
Sacrament of the Altar, abnegation of self, and the erotie pleasure of her 
lover: 

One day ... I was praying before the Blessed Sacrament, when I felt myself wholly penetrated with that 
Divine Presence, but to such a degree that I lost all thought of myself and of the place where I was, and 
abandonad myself to this Divine Spirit, yielding up my heart to the power of His love. He made me 
repose for a long time upon His Sacred Breast, where He disclosed to me the marvels of His love and 
the inexplicable secrets of His Sacred Heart, which so far He had concealed ffom me. Then it was that, 
for the fírst time. He opened to me His Divine Heart in a manner so real and sensible as to be beyond all 
doubt.. . .11 

The trope of the heart as the objeet of love, whether eourtly, erotie, or 
romantie, was long established in a set of artistie and literary traditions in 
European eulture.i^ Alaeoque’s Jesús drew on these images and figurations in 
eonveying his affeetion for her. Jesús told her that his heart was aflame with 
love for all people, but espeeially for her, and that he would have this love 
spread through her to everyone to eonvey its beneflts. “After this He asked 
me for my heart, whieh I begged Him to take. He did so and plaeed it in His 
own Adorable Heart where He showed it to me as a little atom whieh was 
being eonsumed in this great fumaee.” After removing her heart to plaee it 
within his ehest, Jesús retumed it to her body, leaving a wound in her side, 
whose pain, he told her, would always remain. 

The intermingling of erotieism and pain beeame most blatant shortly later 
in an espeeially repellan! aeeount. Caring for a siek person at the eonvent who 
had vomited, Alaeoque “was eonstrained to take it up with my tongue and to 
swallow it.” She wrote that she experieneed great “delighf ’ in doing so as an 
aet of eonquering herself. But she was not alone: “And He, Whose goodness 
alone had given me the strength to overeóme myself, did not fail to manifest 
to me the pleasure He had taken therein. For the following night, if I mistake 
not. He kept me for two or three hours with my lips pressed to the Wound of 
His Saered Heart,” that is, the wound in the side of his heart, whieh mirrored 
the wound in the side of her own body.i^ 

Alaeoque’s spirituality was deeply shaped by a long-established adoration 
of the Host, assoeiated with the medieval festival of Corpus Christi. Alaeoque 
said that it was while stationed before the Blessed Saerament one day that she 
felt moved to retum her love to Jesús, “rendering Him love for love.” It was 
then that Jesús asked her to set apart the Friday following the seven days 
dedieated to Corpus Christi for “a speeial Feast to honour My Heart.” He 
asked her to take eommunion on that day “in order to make amends for the 
indignities whieh It [his heart] has reeeived during the time It has been 
exposed on the altars.”^^ Referenee to his heart was visualized for Alaeoque 
in the image of a human heart. This had been developed by the mystie Jean 


Eudes in France during her lifetime, and may have been the source for her, if 
not in every detail. In any case, she eventually celebrated the devotion to the 
Sacred Heart by directing the novices in her house, over whom she had 
charge a decade later (1685) to arrange “a little altar whereon they placed a 
small ink etching representing the Divine Heart.”^^ 

The image is striking for its strong emblematic character (fig. 24). 
Couched in the allegorical language of Baroque emblems, the image 
configures ñames, symbols, and images into an ideogram. A Valentine heart 
encompasses the oblong image of the wound placed by Longinus’s spear, 
which is referenced by the three small spears within the heart. The wound 
emits streams of blood and contains the word charitas. A cross rises from the 
aorta, as do small rivulets of fire or heat.^^ The central ensemble is 
circumscribed by the crown of thoms, which is in tum surrounded by the 
ñames of the Holy Family and the parents of the Virgin. The pairing of 
married couples—Joseph and Mary, Joachim and Anna—leaves the unpaired 
ñame of Jesús. But reasoning from Margaret-Mary Alacoque’s espousal of 
Jesús, we might take the missing term to be her own ñame, which is perhaps 
alluded to by “María,” which appears between Jesús and Joseph. (It bears 
remembering that Alacoque once carved the ñame of Jesús into her own 
chest, at her heart, with a penknife.^^) This is, of course, a figural 
interpretation of the image, but since Jesús sought out Alacoque for the 
distinctive revelation and couched his relation to her in explicitly romantic 
terms, we are perhaps not unjustified in regarding Alacoque’s emblem as a 
veiled expression of her peculiarly masochistic relation to Jesús. 





FIGURE 24. Saint Margaret-Mary Alacoque, The Sacred Heart of Jesús, 1688, engraving on paper. 
Courtesy of Peter Nevraument. 

A psychological interpretation of Alacoque’s extreme behavior and visions 
is virtually unavoidable. In short, it seems elear that she projeeted her self- 
loathing on Christ’s intoleranee of impurity, making her self-abuse a form of 
love for him. His pleasure was her humiliation and his pain was her pleasure 
to ease. And her self-mortifieation was eonsiderable. She starved herself and 
purged herself following meáis; she wrote in her own blood a letter dietated 
by Jesús; and on another oeeasion, as already mentioned, eut the ñame of 
Jesús into her flesh.^^ Blood, wounds, pain, vomit, and viseera, most notably 
the heart, were not simply metaphors in Alaeoque’s aeutely sensuous 
spirituality. The heart was more than a figure of love. It was a sublimation of 
severely repressed sexual impulses that served to eonduet thinly disguised 
intimaeies between the two lovers. She longed for the intereourse and enjoyed 
an imagined versión of it in the emblematie image of the heart. 

But that is not all she wanted. Alaeoque’s religious experienee, extreme 
and extraordinary as it was, was more than seantly eloaked masoehism. It was 
her persistent quest for spiritual fulfillment in the mystieal presenee of the 
deity, a radieally embodied spirituality that regarded suffering as the médium 
of unión. Even this, pathologieal as it will surely seem to many, finds a plaee 
within the history of Catholie spirituality. But it is also very unusual and 



certainly not the ideal experience pursued by most Catholics, lay or religious. 
Nevertheless, Alacoque was eventually canonized, her autobiography remains 
in print, and the devotion she founded has flourished around the world. The 
devout regard this as proof of divine endorsement. More interesting to the 
seholar, however, than the sueeess of Alaeoque’s legaey is what it says about 
the importanee of the body in religión. Not just extreme religión, like 
Alaeoque’s, but the religión of the laity, popular belief on the seale of 
millions. The history of the devotion to the Saered Heart of Jesús offers a rieh 
instanee in whieh to serutinize the development of belief and praetiee, the 
relationship between seeing and touehing, and the role that images play in 
artieulating the diserete moments of the piety’s history. 


THE RHETORICAL MOMENTS OF THE DEVOTION: FETISH, ICON, METAPHOR, SYMBOL 

The evolving piety begins with Alaeoque’s eroties of pain, in whieh she 
boldly imagines herself to be the spouse, friend, daughter, slave, and lover of 
Jesús. In this phase, the heart, whieh passes out of her ehest and into Christ’s, 
is the transmogrifieation of the sexual aet, that is, a powerful médium for 
touehing and being touehed. In the fervidly envisioned realm of Alaeoque’s 
experienee, substitution means something akin to an aetual switehing of one 
for the other, sueh that the heart is not a type or Symbol or allusion. It is one 
physieal objeet being used in the stead of another, one that earries a taboo. 
Though the term is problematie, it would seem that the heart is a fetish, the 
viseeral objeet that eoneeals by taking the plaee of the proseribed organ.^^ 
The Word fetish was first developed to designate the “superstitions” of so- 
ealled primitivo peoples. A fetish was a eharm or amulet, a eult objeet 
worshiped for its power to aet for good or ill with spiritual foree. In latter-day 
psyehoanalytie diseourse, the fetish is a substituto objeet that aseribes to the 
mother the penis she does not have, eastrated, the male ehild fears, by the 
angry father who threatens to do the same to the ineestuously driven ehild.^® 
Freud used the term beeause the pathologieal obsession with the substituto 
objeet reealled the worshipful attaehment to the eult objeet among 
“primitivos,” enseoneed in fear and passionate desire. 

Alaeoque’s fixation on the heart of Jesús strikes one as fetishistie inasmueh 
as the heart is a substituto for the passionate eonneetion she longed to enjoy 
with Jesús as lover. But I do not wish this assertion to entail a reduetionism of 
religión to sex in her ease. The heart may take the plaee of the penis and the 
vagina, but it also operates as an embodiment of a relationship that is more 
than sex, however disturbing or repugnant. The power of the fetish, while not 
for everyone, indeed, not for any but the extreme few, resides in its 
embodiment of a robust and deeply eompelling relationship between the 


lovers. The fetish allows them to engage their passions without limiting their 
encounter to the strictly genital. The heart effeets a viseeral eonneetion of 
Jesús and Alaeoque. It is the organ that passed from the ehest of one to the 
other, and therefore operates as a kind of radieal empathy, the means of self- 
evaeuation into the other. This empathy is the result of Alaeoque’s self- 
loathing: she feels herself out of her own body and into Christ’s beeause she 
despises herself, denying herself any self-pleasure, any satisfaetion in being 
herself. Suffering assaults and dismantles the self and projeets it beyond itself 
into identity with Jesús. By ravaging her own body with extreme aseetieism, 
Alaeoque beeame the material analogue of Christ’s body. The 
interehangeability of the heart, or the analogy of her wounded body to 
Christ’s wounded heart, interloeked pleasure and pain in the heart, the 
meeting point or intereourse of lovers. 

As a fetish or substituto, the heart does something that straightforward 
sexual intimaey eannot. The fetish plays, seolds, lures, veils, postpones, 
defleets, intensifies, ritualizes. In short, the fetish takes on a life of its own. 
The fetish beeomes the thing to whieh the devotee is devoted. It is the 
preeious gift that the lover offers in lieu of their forbidden tryst. It is the 
powerful objeet whereby the lover is reealled, evoked, summoned, touehed, 
and reexperieneed. It is the seeret language of romanee that alindes to what 
lovers long for. And for Alaeoque, the Saered Heart is that into whieh, for 
whieh, she weleomes annihilation. It is the bliss of the eneounter, both the 
thing she enjoys and the token or emblem of what she enjoys. 

But the intimaey that the heart meant for her was not what others, at least 
most others, eame to experienee. In order to take Alaeoque’s devotion from 
the heavily penitential domain of eloistered praetiee to the parish for 
widespread lay use, Jesuit sponsors had to shift its appeal from Baroque 
erotieism and allusion to direet address. To do so, they stressed the literal 
eharaeter of the heart. Artists promoting the devotion followed Pompeo 
Batoni’s 1767 painting for the Jesuit ehureh in Rome, II Gesu, whieh 
portrayed Jesús holding his heart forth and gazing direetly to the viewer (fig. 
25). The image deftly shifts from addressing Alaeoque in her visión to 
engaging the viewer, any viewer.^ ^ The veiled allusion of an emblem is 
replaeed by the homiletie dietion of forthright statement: “Behold this heart, 
whieh has loved men so mueh that it has spared nothing, even to exhausting 
and eonsuming itself in order to testify to them its love.”^^ Batoni’s Jesús 
holds his radiant heart in one hand and gestares openly with the other. This 
seeond hand referenees the heart, but also the viewer. Jesús looks direetly into 
the viewer’s eye, and therefore far beyond the remóte región of the monastery, 
relying on the reeiproeal gaze to take the devotion to the masses. The image 
stresses revelation understood as a literal unveiling, a showing of the heart 


itself, shared with the viewer for the sake of establishing an intímate 
connection that invites pious response by virtue of pathos. The rest of Jesús’s 
speeeh to Alaeoque eonveys this strong mixture of pity and indignation: 
“Behold this heart, whieh has loved men so mueh . . . and in retum I reeeive 
from the greater number nothing but ingratitude by reason of their irreverenee 
and saerileges, and by the eoldness and eontempt whieh they show Me in this 
Saerament of Love [the Eueharist].”^^ 



FIGURE 25. Pompeo Batoni, Sacred Heart, 1767. II Gesu, Rome, Italy. Scala / Art Resource, NY. 

Batoni’s pieture aeeomplished several things. First, showing the heart qua 
organ pulled from its proper plaee and lodged between Jesús and those 
looking upon him made the heart itself part of an ieonie or reeiproeal gaze. 
Viewers looked at the heart as Jesús looked at them. The triangulation of 
heart, Jesús, and viewer made the image of the Saered Heart more than a sign. 
It was a revelation, a showing or unveiling that enaeted a relational give-and- 


take. It was not a picture about a theological meaning; it was an icón that 
opened a way to beholding a vital connection. Second, bis image recast the 
devotion in the familiar Baroque visual language of the miraeulous literally 
understood, allowing it to fit effeetively within the popular saered eeonomy of 
penitential reparations, indulgenees, and the material promise of assuaging 
divine wrath. The elose assoeiation of Eueharist and Saered Heart is striking 
sinee the Eueharist was understood to be the real body and blood of Jesús 
eoneealed beneath the appearanee of bread and wine. Likewise, the literal 
appearanee of the Saered Heart eoneealed the organ of love that Jesús showed 
Alaeoque. 

Batoni’s image and the devotion it embodies mark a seeond moment in the 
devotion’s history. If Alaeoque’s emblem veiled her erotie love, substituting 
the heart as love organ for Christ’s organ of love, displayed to her as an 
expression of his erotie love for her, Batoni’s pieture of the Saered Heart 
replaees the fetish: the heart held forth by Jesús is no longer a substitution for 
his penis, but none other than the literal organ of the heart. The prívate sexual 
relationship is replaeed by the publie eult. Now everyone eould behold— 
toueh and be touehed by—Christ’s heart. Joseph de Galliffet, student of 
Alaeoque’s eonfessor and author of the major defense of the devotion, first 
published in 1726, insisted on the literal eharaeter, denying that it was merely 
“metaphor.”^'^ Batoni’s pieture registers this important move: Jesús holds the 
eorporeal organ in his hand. The pieture portrays what Alaeoque deseribed. 
No arbitrary Symbol or allusive metaphor, the beating organ foeuses the 
viewer’s attention on its bodily faet. The material reality of the heart shifts the 
devotion from the fetish of Alaeoque’s spiritual erotieism to the heart as organ 
of divine love. This literalism exposed the devotion to biting eritieism sinee it 
seemed to fix attention on the organ itself, separating it from the bodily unity 
of Jesús. Galliffet mounted a defense that identified the human heart as the 
bodily meehanism of love. To do so, he had to endorse an aneient physiology, 
one that eonflieted sharply with eontemporary medieal seienee. The heart had 
eome to be understood as a pump powering the eireulation of blood by 
William Harvey, René Desearles, and others.^^ But Galliffet eited Aristotle 
and St. Thomas to support his eontention that the human heart was the seat of 
vitality in human beings.^^ Beeause the heart is the loeus of life in a person, it 
is the heart that touehes the soul and shares its sensations. “The feeling so 
universal among the nations of the world,” he asserted, was “to regard the 
heart as the seat and the prineiple of love, as the natural Symbol of love.”^^ 
Beeause the heart was the bodily means of experieneing love, it was the organ 
that naturally eommunieates to the soul what the body feels. “Spiritual love,” 
Galliffet drew from St. Thomas, “beeomes sensible love through the heart. 
Worship given the material heart passed through it to the person of Jesús, 


which was joined to his body.^^ 

But criticism of the separation of the heart from the body persisted, as we 
shall see. Many Catholic critics, most prominently, Jansenist theologians and 
bishops across Western Europe, objeeted to the partitioning of the body of 
Jesús. As a result, ieonography of the Saered Heart developed in the 
nineteenth eentury retumed the heart to the body without fully planting it 
there (fíg. 26). Images showed a glowing image of the heart plaeed over the 
body of Jesús and usually being pointed to by him. During the nineteenth 
eentury, the Saered Heart beeame a portrait of the loving Savior, an image 
through whieh the devout saw and were seen by their Savior. If Batoni 
portrayed the heart aeeompanied by Jesús, nineteenth-eentury devotional 
artists eommonly reversed the preponderanee, foeusing attention on Jesús, 
who in tum displayed or referred to his heart. The heart was pietured on the 
person of Jesús, who pulled aside his elothing to reveal it, all the while 
looking steadfastly into the eyes of the beholder, explaining in his very faee 
and gesture, in his embodied presenee to the eyes of faith, what the Saered 
Heart meant. Not a theologieal abstraetion, the meaning was affeetive and 
material—it was the person of Jesús. 

Where Alaeoque assoeiated the displayed heart with the humiliation and 
insults direeted at Jesús by Christians who abused or ignored the Eueharist, 
the new visual praetiee in the nineteenth eentury was to engage viewers with a 
tenderly sympathetie Jesús. If (erotie) passion for Jesús was suffering (passio) 
in her experienee of what I have eharaeterized as empathy (feeling into), in 
the nineteenth eentury, sympathy {^ym-pathy, feeling with) replaeed the 
assoeiation of suffering and passion. A eorresponding shift in the meaning of 
being touehed pertains to sympathy: viewers are touehed or moved 
sympathetieally, moved on behalf of the tender Savior. The move to sympathy 
as the dominant tone of the devotion marks the primary framework for the 
modem eareer of the Saered Heart. As a more pastoral aspeet of the devotion, 
sympathy posits an affmity or inelination between Jesús and the soul. Jesús is 
shepherd, father, or friend to the soul, not lover. In the visual piety of 
sympathy, the image of Jesús visualizes the reeognition of the soul and Jesús 
as sympathetie or attuned to one another. The aim is to be reeognized and 
aeeepted by Jesús, seen by him and drawn elose to him. As a result, the heart 
beeame less organ and more image. This is not to say it beeame a Symbol per 
se, but the representation that led to the true heart. The heart was a metaphor 
of the love of Jesús, his attitude toward his followers. The nineteenth-eentury 
Saered Heart appeared in the midst of the breast of Jesús, embedded in the 
person rather than appearing by itself (see fíg. 26) and held in the hand of 
Jesús (see fíg. 25). The “forgetñilness of self’ that Alaeoque passionately 
pursued at Jesús’s eommand (“I was to eling to nothing, to empty and despoil 


myself of everything, to love nothing but Him, in Him and for the love of 
Him, to see in all things naught but Him and the interests of His glory in 
complete forgetfulness of selfwas gradually metamorphosed into a self- 
effacing modesty palatable to a broad lay devotion. Masochistic self-loathing 
became unassuming meekness, humiliation became humility. This was 
accomplished not by putting new words into Alacoque’s mouth, but deftly 
editing her autobiography. The Sisters of the Visitation of Paray, the convent 
in which Alacoque had lived, issued an edition in 1867 that suppressed certain 
passages, which were not restored until the sisters issued a new translation in 
1924.31 



FIGURE 26. Artist unknown, Sacred Heart of Jesús, late nineteenth century. Photo: author. 

This third moment of the devotion’s rhetorical history could be said to 
arise when the Sacred Heart had come to opérate principally as a metaphor. 
Neither fetish ñor Symbol, a metaphor is both itself and something else. To 



say, as Alfred Noyes put it in his well-known poem, “The Highwayman,” that 
“the road was a ribbon of moonlight over the purple moor” is not to evaeuate 
the road of its “roadness” sueh that it was no longer a road, but to enhanee the 
reader’s imagination of the seene by bestowing on the road a eompelling 
duality.^^ Metaphor deseribes the field of visión in whieh things are estranged 
firom their eommon-sense reality, but not sundered altogether from it. 
Metaphor opens up a distanee between the viewer-reader and the objeet in 
order to endow the objeet with an additional referenee or meaning. Metaphor 
is a semiotie status of ambivalenee that performs ontologieally: the road is a 
ribbon, but it’s also still a road. It is a sinuous ribbon in the eye of the 
Highwayman as he surveys the dark moor ahead of him. The power of 
metaphor resides in its ontologieal elaim. The road is not like a ribbon; it is 
one. The importanee of this is that the poetie utteranee transforms or 
metamorphoses the road into something else, whieh transposes the reader’s 
eonseiousness to the field of visión unfolding before the galloping 
Highwayman. We see what he sees, we don’t think in the similes of a poet. 
The differenee is one of immediaey eonveyed by the ontologieal transposition 
of metaphor. And yet, it’s just a metaphor. The road remains a road. What has 
been shaped is the reader’s pereeption or imagination of it. 

To apply this to the Saered Heart, the image operates as a metaphor rather 
than fetish when it is the fiaming, wounded heart of Jesús offered as the 
substanee of forgiveness. To say the heart of Jesús is love is to speak 
metaphorieally. The image is a metaphor when it asserts visually that gazing 
upon the heart is looking upon Christ’s aet of love: giving his heart and 
substanee for the redemption of humankind. He is no longer intimately 
sharing himself with his lover, but showing the means by whieh he has saved 
all whom he loves. This shift is from a viseeral substitution of heart for penis 
to a transformation of body into saerifieial offering. For Alaeoque, the heart 
was this and more. For most of her followers in the eighteenth and nineteenth 
eenturies, the heart lost its funetion as fetish or substituto and beeame a 
metaphor of divine eompassion as the gaze of the viewer refoeused from the 
heart to the person bearing the heart. This is not to say that the heart lost its 
nature as a bloody organ. But now the devotional diseourse spoke of the heart 
of Jesús as his love, the eharity or eompassion that is afire in his redemptive 
aets of self-saerifiee, and the love he would inspire in others not simply by 
example, but by a kind of emanation or better, eonveetion of the heat that 
emanates from the heart, streaming in radiant beams from its eenter. The 
operativo aetion shifts from empathy to sympathy.^^ 

As the piety developed during the nineteenth and twentieth eenturies, the 
moment of metaphor developed in some eases into a fourth phase, whieh may 
be ealled symbolie. One senses this shift subtly at work in an instruetional 


text by an English priest, published in 1853. John Bemard Dalgaims conveys 
in the following passage the inherent tensión between symbol and reality, love 
and heart, organ and figure, now tipping toward the symbolization of the 
heart: 

Therefore, though, of course, it is taken as a symbol of the tendemess, compassion, and love of Jesús, it 
is, not a mere figure and expression, but His own very Heart which we worship. Its pictured image on 
the altar is only in a relative sense the object of worship, though Jesús declared to sister Margaret Mary 
that He took an especial pleasure in the honour paid to that sacred symbol. Still the Mass and the Feast 
were instituted to honour, not the picture, but His Sacred Heart which is now in heaven . . . But when 
the Church bids us sing in that part of the office which most expresses her intention. Cor Jesu charitatis 
victimam venite adoremus, we cannot doubt that she proposes at once the Person of Jesús, to be the 
primary or material object of our devotion, and the real Heart of flesh and blood, taken as a symbol of 
His love, to be its formal cause, or, to use plainer language, its motive.^‘^ 

Dalgaims was still at pains to affirm the actual heart of Jesús, but he reduced 
it to a “motive,” a literary figure whose principal purpose “as a symbol of His 
love” was to direct one to the person of Jesús. 

This significant shift to the symbolic occurs when the metaphor condenses 
into a sign, which takes place in polemic, in teaching, and in theological 
discourse. The symbol of the heart is used to signify theological meaning. It is 
an aid to memory, an abstract device, a pictogram or hieroglyph that stands 
for an experience as much as for a conviction, even a dogma. It is the stuff of 
catechisms and creeds. The symbol is conducive to education, to teaching 
children and converts, to the mass circulation that graphic reproduction 
enables. It promotes formulae and procedures that exert powerfiil stmcturing 
among large numbers of people, promotes mass movements, and delivers a 
devotion from one generation to another. During the first half of the twentieth 
century, devotion to the Sacred Heart carne to regard the Heart as a symbol of 
Jesús’s compassion, the emblem of his love for humanity. Avoiding as 
excessive or even pathological the blood and pain prized by the Baroque 
versions of the piety, parish priests, religious educators, and catechism 
teachers used the ubiquitous iconography of the Sacred Heart hanging in 
classrooms and fellowship halls to teach submission to Christ as Lord and as 
the symbolic expression of his self-sacrificing love. Many twentieth-century 
Catholics saw the image as a visual device encoded with meaning that needed 
to be deciphered. As a symbol it became a didactic tool in teaching Catholic 
doctrine, used to bridge two or three generations of Catholics, especially in 
America, where the immigrant generation remembered older forms of the 
devotion while their children and grandchildren could find the penitential 
practices and Baroque sensibilities repulsive and “oíd world.” Thus, the 
image could become a symbol of an outdated, ethnic Catholicism. The older 
piety could be remembered, if wincingly, by many educators and priests, 
especially in the wake of Vatican II, who relegated the pictures to backrooms 
or the trash bin. The use of the image carne to tum on memory, especially in 


rites of commemoration, remembering priests and community figures under 
the blessing of the Saered Heart of Jesús, or in trying to forget an 
embarrassing versión of the faith in the faee of modemity. Whether it was a 
Symbol of teaehings or a Symbol of what is best forgotten, the Saered Heart 
did not develop a new ieonography in this symbolie phase, but relied on 
existing images.^^ 

While some opponents of the devotion removed pietures of the Saered 
Heart from parishes and Catholie sehools, the image itself vanished even 
within the eirele of those devoted to the Saered Heart (fig. 27). This 
remarkable development took plaee in the later twentieth eentury, when some 
eame to feel that the symbolie deviee on Christ’s ehest was not neeessary, and 
beeause it offended some who eonsidered it an inappropriate intrusión on the 
eentral foeus of the devotion: Christ himself. If the nineteenth-eentury 
ieonography of Jesús pointing to the heart while looking at the viewer (see 
fig. 26) shifted attention from the heart in Batoni’s painting (see fig. 25) to the 
person of Jesús and the devotee’s relationship with him, the new portrait type 
fixes entirely on the single, unified person of Jesús whose fingers points only 
to himself.^^ While the new image might seem to eonfirm previous 
reservations among Catholie erities about the “new devotion,” namely, that 
pieturing the organ of the heart sundered it from the unity of the body of 
Jesús, nevertheless, latter-day devotees eonsider themselves faithful adherents 
to the Saered Heart. But removing the image of the heart from the breast of 
Jesús does allow them to foeus on what one priest told me was “the whole 
person” of Jesús.Indeed, it is diffieult not to see in this sentiment an 
aeknowledgement of the ultimately Jansenist objeetion to the ieonography. 



FIGURE 27. Vincenzo Gasparetti, Sacred Heart of Jesús, 1996, bronze, Ufe size, Shrine of the Sacred 
Heart of Jesús, Karen, Kenya. Photo: author. 


CRITIQUE AND COMPETITION: RIVAL SACRED ECONOMIES IN THE HISTORY OF THE 
SACRED HEART 

The history of the devotion of the Saered Heart is an embattled one, 
exhibiting eenturies of polemieal writing for and against it, long theologieal 
treatises devoted to defending it from erities, promoting the offíeial 
proelamation of a feast day in its honor, and beatifying and eventually 
eanonizing Margaret-Mary Alaeoque. Debate over the meaning and propriety 
of the devotion is important for the study of religious visuality beeause it 
provides something mueh more signifieant than a dense ehroniele of 
theologieal disquisition. Whatever else they were, the debates were also about 
the role of materiality in religión inasmueh as we understand image and 




matter as fundamental features of rival economies of the sacred. Seeing and 
touching interweave in various ways through the history of the devotion and 
inform different notions of engagement with the divine. At the heart of this 
debate was a elash over the role of the body in penitenee, that is, the operation 
of the human body in the subtle negotiations eoneeming the relationship of 
human and divine. 

As deseribed in ehapter 4, a saered eeonomy is a system of exehange that 
organizes the relationship between a human being and a divine power. For 
example, Alaeoque revealed that Jesús instrueted her “to honour My Heart, by 
eommunieating on that day [partieipating in the Eueharist on the first Friday 
following the Festival of the Blessed Saerament] and making reparation to it 
by a solemn aet, in order to make amends for the indignities whieh it has 
reeeived during the time it has been exposed on the altars.”^^ Jesús, she 
promised, would reeiproeate with abundant benefits to those who honored his 
Saered Heart.^^ Galliffet eommended the task of reparation as the “prineipal 
end” of the devotion."^^ Later endorsements of the devotion by bishops and 
other prelates granted indulgenees to those who partieipated, releasing them 
ífom amounts of time in Purgatory. In other words, the valué of the devotion 
was linked to the satisfaetion of debt, both their own and that of others eaused 
by offenses against God. Diseussing the Feast of the Heart of Jesús, Galliffet 
earefully linked it to the saeraments of Penanee and the Eueharist. Following 
Holy Communion, the devotee is direeted to make reparation. 

This reparation is nothing more than an act of sorrow, mingled with love and confusión, coming from 
the depths of the heart and arising from the sight of the outrages and neglect which Jesús has suffered, 
and has each day to suffer, in the Holy Eueharist. Prostrate in spirit at the feet of our Divine Saviour we 
show Him our sorrow, and try by profoundly adoring Him and paying Him every kind of homage, to 
make Him compensation and reparation for all the offences we have ourselves committed against Him 
and those committed by an infinite number of others, and we would thus cancel them if it were 
possible.^^ 

Devotion to the Saered Heart took the form of penitenee and was elearly 
assoeiated with the Eueharist, the body of Jesús. Aeeording to Alaeoque, 
Jesús had instrueted her to take Holy Communion “as often as obedienee will 
permit thee.”"^^ The devotion was tied elosely to the Eueharist in order to 
provide a personalized sense of divine presenee in the saerament and to direet 
devotional responso to the saerament and its reputed abuse. In images like 
Batoni’s, the Saered Heart was the body of Christ retuming the viewer’s look. 
Attaehment to the heart of Jesús was a Baroque figuration that followed the 
late medieval material devotion to the body of Jesús—Corpus Christi, the 
Wounds of Christ, the seourged body of Jesús’s Passion, the Eueharistie host, 
forms of embodiment whieh we saw informed late medieval visual piety 
refleeted in the Veil of Veroniea (see figs. 11 and 12) and that relied on the 
sort of imagery produeed by Dürer (see figs. 5 to 8). But the Baroque piety 


was one that selected the intimacy of the heart as a way to engage Jesús in an 
emotionally compelling exchange, a relationship of romance, affection, tender 
intimacy, and even eros, in the case of Alacoque herself. The association of 
the Heart with a portrait of Jesús whose look sought out the penitent viewer 
enhanced the interactive appeal of the heart as a special form of touching and 
being touched by the Savior. 

The power of the new devotion for its adherents resided in intensification 
of atonement and penitence as embodied and visual practices. And it was 
precisely this that attracted opposition to the devotion and its visual forms. 
Galliffet opened a brief chapter on pictures of the Sacred Hearts of Jesús and 
Mary with a sad acknowledgement that the image of the Sacred Heart of Jesús 
has “even been subjected to a kind of persecution on the part of the opponents 
to the devotion to the Heart of Jesús.He claimed that the Heart was “the 
centre of those sufferings that worked out our redemption.”"^"^ The heart, 
physical expression of Baroque inwardness and embodied spirituality, was the 
site of the injury Jesús received in life and in the disregard for the Eucharist 
ever since. Because the heart was understood to be the seat of a person’s life, 
it served as the vehicle of suffering and feeling. Addressing the heart of Jesús 
with adoration and petition was therefore of special efficacy. Galliffet 
considered the visual aspect of the devotion to be of central importance 
because reparation was readily made through honor paid to the image: 

This ought to be one of the chief interests of those who are devout to the Heart of Jesús: they should 
zealously endeavour to obtain this glory for the Sacred Heart, in order thereby to make reparation for 
the injury the devil has done it, by inspiring men with a dislike for its picture. They should have the 
picture exposed for veneration with the greatest possible magnificence in churches, in houses, in private 
oratories. They should carry it along with them as a precious token of their love for Jesús Christ, and as 
a defence against the temptations of the devil, who must fear and shun this image more than any 
other."^^ 

The image was a talismán as well as a form of honoring Jesús and paying 
reparations for offenses to him and to the Sacrament of the Altar. The devotee 
was urged to “carry” it, that is, to place it on one’s body, touch it, display it. 
Its power was tapped by physical contact. Carrying the image was part of the 
reparation to be paid, that is, part of the penitential economy that the Jesuits 
prometed by means of the devotion. Alacoque urged a fellow nun working 
zealously among Huguenots to dedícate herself to the Sacred Heart in order to 
enhance her success and sent her “a little act of consecration, which you can 
wear over your heart together with a picture.”"^^ 

In fact, Alacoque urged many nuns to display on their tunics a small, 
engraved reproduction of the emblematic image printed on paper (see fig. 
24)."^^ In a letter of 1689 to her spiritual director, Fr. Croiset, she insisted on 
the use of the image of the heart and linked it directly to blessings that 


followed from its display: “It must be honored under the Symbol of this Heart 
of flesh, whose image He wished to be publiely exposed. He wanted me to 
earry it on my person, over my heart, that He might imprint His love there, fíll 
my heart with all the gifts with whieh His own is filled, and destroy all 
inordinate affeetion. Wherever this saered image would be exposed for 
veneration He would pour forth His graees and blessings.”^^ The praetiee 
marks a development in Alaeoque’s projeet, moving from the earlier, 
espeeially aseetie days of earving Jesús’s ñame into her flesh to attaehing a 
paper engraving over her heart. The imagery helped her shift from the 
intemally direeted projeet of self-mortifleation to the publie program of 
promoting the devotion. During the Anal years of Alaeoque’s life, the 
hieroglyphie image eame to mark the soeial body of the devotion, aligning the 
individual bodies of devotees in the manner of a shared tótem. 

The devotion to the Saered Heart appealed to many people beeause it 
enhaneed penitenee by making it less aseetie, more tender and sympathetie. 
The devotion beeame a penitential ideal prometed by the Soeiety of Jesús. 
But this sponsorship also aeeounted for the bitterest antagonism toward the 
devotion. Jansenism’s stark opposition to the Jesuits tumed on the order’s 
rejeetion of Jansenism’s Augustinian understanding of graee and penitenee. 
Moreover, Jansenists attaeked the Jesuit support for the submission of 
national ehurehes to the papaey. Jansenism ehampioned a notion of spiritual 
liberty, whieh the Jesuits found Protestant in spirit, but whieh prelates and 
priests who opposed a strong Vahean role in the ehureh weleomed as 
eonsistent with aneient eeelesiastieal praetiee. We ean also reeognize in the 
stark opposition of the two groups an abiding differenee over the role of the 
human body in the preparation to reeeive graee. In the following diseussion, 
two rival Catholie eoneeptions of embodiment and body praetiees will emerge 
in the polemieal barrage and serve to elarify the outlines of rival saered 
eeonomies. 

The Jesuit promotion of the Saered Heart dates from Alaeoque’s lifetime. 
Her eonfessor, beginning in 1675, was a young Jesuit named Claude de la 
Colombiére, who enthusiastieally endorsed her visions of the Saered Heart 
even while her eonvent struggled to deal with her eeeentrieities.^^ The Jesuits 
eame to make speeial use of the Saered Heart over the eourse of the 
eighteenth eentury beeause they reeognized in it a powerful appeal to a 
penitential eeonomy that stressed indulgenees, the Eueharist, the saeramental 
life of the ehureh, and obedienee over against Protestants on the one hand, 
and reformers sueh as the Jansenists within the Catholie Chureh on the other. 
As the Counter-Reformation movement par exeellenee, the Soeiety of Jesús 
had set itself against the theologieal, liturgieal, eeelesiastieal, and 
metaphysieal programs of the reformers in the endeavor to ehampion the 


interests of the Catholic Church and reverse the inroads made in northem 
Europe by Lutherans and Calvinists. In Franee, a prineipal target was the 
Huguenots, a Calvinist seet, who were subjeeted to violent perseeution by 
Cardinal Riehelieu, whieh was eontinued after his death by Louis XIV, who 
revoked the Ediet of Nantes in 1685. But opposition to reform also was 
exereised within the Catholie Chureh by opponents of Jansenism, a movement 
that began with the eponymous Comelius Jansenius’s study of Augustine’s 
theology, Augustinus (1640), and extended to the eve of the Freneh 
Revolution. The eontroversy between Jesuits and Jansenists, espeeially in 
Franee, has been extensively diseussed, so my diseussion will foeus only on 
aspeets related to the Saered Heart.^® 

Politieally, the eontroversy dealt with national eontrol of the Freneh ehureh 
and State versus Ultramontanist eontrol from Rome. The debate’s relevanee 
for the history of devotion to the Saered Heart may be summarized here as 
regarding different views on graee and the material praetiees of penanee. 
Theologieally, the debate eentered on the understanding of divine graee. 
Basing their view of graee on Augustine’s notion of predestination, Jansenists 
argued that the saved are eleeted by God for salvation and that the effeet of 
divine graee upon them is therefore irresistible in aeeord with God’s 
sovereignty. All others are rightly damned, irredeemable from their native 
State of eomplete eorruption. Aeeording to Jansenist polemie, Jesuits were 
latter-day representatives of the Pelagian heresy fought vigorously by 
Augustine, who opposed his notions of predestination and effieaeious graee to 
the emphasis on free will and the power of human beings to partieipate in 
their salvation by the assent they give to the gift of divine graee. In this 
regard, devotion to the Saered Heart amounted to rebanee on a means of 
graee that obviated the rigor of Jansenist introspeetion and penitential 
diseipline.^^ 

The prineipal organ of the Jansenists was the weekly underground 
newspaper Nouvelles Ecdésiastiques, whieh began publieation in 1728 in 
response to the eontested eareer of the papal bull “Unigenitus” (1713), 
Clement XI’s denuneiation of the theology of Jansenius.^^ A ffequent target of 
seom and eritieism in the paper was Jean-Joseph Fanguet de Gergy, general 
viear of the dioeese of Autun, whieh ineluded the parish of Paray-Fe-Monial, 
site of Alaeoque’s eonvent. Fanguet examined her life and vigorously 
promoted her eause. He published a Fatin edition of her autobiography and in 
1729, then Bishop of Soissons, published The Life of Venerable Margaret- 
Mary, whieh Les Nouvelles Ecdésiastiques regularly eharaeterized as a 
“novel.” Fanguet’s Life was read by Jansenist erities as exhibiting the 
sensational features of a steamy romanee. As Arehbishop of Sens a few years 
later, Fanguet published a eateehism that eame in for explieit eritieism in the 


pages of Les Nouvelles Ecclésiastiques for its treatment of grace. “Actual 
grace, says Monsieur Languet, is that which disposes us to be saints, or to 
become so when we cooperate with it. We cali this actual, adds the new 
doctor, because it is a transitory and interior movement by which God excites 
US and helps us to do good. In this lesson of the Cateehism of Monsieur 
Languet we do not find a single word about the foree and the power of the 
graee of Jesús Christ. . . The italies are the reviewer’s, serving to aeeent 
what he eonsidered the Pelagian eharaeter of the Arehbishop’s theology: the 
autonomously human power to work with God in effeeting the good and 
pleasing him.^"^ Condueted in tándem with frequent Communion, devotion to 
the Saered Heart was one of the praetiees eneouraged by Jesuits for satisfying 
the offense of sin. For Jansenists, this made the devotion doubly suspeet: it 
was a way of meehanieally usurping divine graee and it was a devotion 
endorsed by Jesuits. 

Central to the debate was the aequisition of graee through the saerament of 
penanee. The Jansenists insisted that the true form of penitenee was 
eontrition. In order to partake of the Eueharist, and reeeive thereby 
forgiveness of sin, the believer must undergo prolonged introspeetion, a 
rigorous and withering self-inspeetion that results in a dismantling of pride 
and self in the reeognition of no merit whatsoever. That was a eontrite heart. 
Only after aehieving sueh eontrition, or self-emptying, eould the saerament be 
reeeived to good effeet. Antoine Amauld, often ealled the ehief polemist of 
the Jansenists, issued a mammoth work in 1643, On Frequent Communion, in 
whieh he attaeked the Jesuit position as heretieal, arguing that preparation for 
reeeiving the Eueharist must involve extensive efforts at eontrition, meaning 
that frequent eommunion was not suitable, and that one preserved the honor 
of Jesús by refraining from Communion while pursuing eontrition. Amauld’s 
long treatise drew on a range of authorities to argüe for a vigorous penitenee 
as the basis for aehieving eontrition. 

The bodily nature of this proeedure was unmistakable, and it was a part of 
an eeonomy that was eorporeally severe. “The saerament of penanee,” 
Amauld proelaimed, “was established by Jesús Christ in order to enable 
purity of soul, or to put it better, in order to make reparation for it, and . . . it 
follows that in order to satisfy ftilly the intention of Jesús Christ, all who are 
ehosen by graee must pass through this arduous baptism, whieh ineludes 
many tears, afflietions, and labors, aeeording to the eouneil and all the fathers, 
to prepare oneself for the Eueharist.”^^ The pursuit of eontrition was a 
viseerally embodied effort for Amauld and the Jansenists, and was registered 
in the tears and fasting of self-examination. Amauld urged his readers “to 
know the satisfaetion that eonsists in fasting, in alms, and in the other 
exereises of the spiritual life.” “God,” he assured them, “will take residenee in 


your heart when you have fled the world: he will open his arms to you 
provided that you retum to him in groans and sighs; when your tears will 
speak for you, he will listen to their voiee: he will forsake the plan to punish 
you, when he sees that you are punishing yourself.”^^ 

The Jesuits eountered this aseetie rigor with the more praetieal serviee of 
what they ealled attrition, that is, an attitude of submission motivated by fear 
of etemal punishment. Attrition was elearly something that a mueh greater 
number of people eould praetiee, and therefore Jesuits eneouraged frequent 
eommunion in order to seeure forgiveness. Aeeording to the Jansenists, if few 
people eould praetiee eontrition, it was only evidenee that God does not 
provide effieaeious graee to many. While Jesuit polemie eomplained that this 
wrongly portrayed the God of the Bible as eruel, the Jansenist reply was that 
it underseored the power and sovereignty of a God who aeted aeeording to his 
own eounsel.^^ The Jansenists rejeeted the effieaey of the devotion to the 
Saered Heart, insisting instead that the oldest forms of self-mortifieation sueh 
as fasting and alms-giving, as well as prayer and uneompromising self- 
inspeetion leading to abasement of the self, were the tried-and-true means of 
aehieving a eontrite heart. It was a praetiee of the few, and it is striking that so 
many of the Jansenists were well-plaeed members of the Freneh elite. 
Retirement firorn worldly affairs was the Jansenist ideal, and it is no mistake 
that the eentral institution was Port-Royal, a eonvent whose abbess was 
Angelique Amauld, the sister of Antoine. 

The history of theologieal debate is of greater interest to seholars of 
material eulture when its eontroversy sheds light on the ritual and devotional 
praetiees of lived religión and bears direetly on differing ideas about the role 
of devotion in regard to the body, whieh have something important to say 
about the relationship between seeing and touehing. Though obviously part of 
an elabórate theologieal apparatus, penitenee was a ritual form of belief that 
was of ardent praetieal eoneem to ordinary people as well as to theologians, 
eonfessors, religious, elergy, and eeelesiasts. Devotion to the Saered Heart 
appealed to the Jesuits (as well as to many others) beeause it took seriously 
the response of the devout to the saerifieial oíTering of graee by Jesús. Human 
beings had the power to respond, to exereise free will in response to Jesús’s 
offer of his heart. Devotion to the heart of Jesús repaired the insult and 
offense against him. Sueh atonement was the work of the devout. Eaeh person 
was ealled to struggle toward making amends, paying reparations for the 
insults to God eaused by sin. This was to be done by penitential means, 
availing oneself of the Eueharist, undertaking ex-voto pledges sueh as 
pilgrimage; praying the rosary; attending masses on feast days; displaying and 
eontemplating the image of the Saered Heart, as well as images of saints, 
Jesús, and Mary; and through the aequisition of indulgenees issued by popes 


and bishops in connection with the adoration of the Host, feast days, 
pilgrimage, or various novenas or other devotional practices. All of these 
served as the means for repaying the honor taken from God by human 
transgressions. All served as forms of delivering graee, blessing, and spiritual 
favors to the praetitioner. All were regarded as the individual’s response to the 
offer of forgiveness.^^ 

The Jesuit promoters of Alaeoque’s mystieism framed the devotion to the 
Saered Heart as a eorporeal materiality keyed to the praetiee of penitenee. The 
supersensual objeet of faith—divine love—^was hailed as the aetual organ. 
Seeing the heart of Jesús meant grasping the promise of the Savior and 
engaging in a material eeonomy of the saered, paying homage to Jesús as 
eompensation for debt. Jansenists believed that extensivo effort at dismantling 
the self, whieh eonsisted of aseetie body praetiees sueh as fasting and other 
forms of mortifieation, was neeessary to reeeive the offering of graee that 
would regenérate the soul. Both Jansenists and Jesuits believed that human 
efforts mattered. They differed, however, on the role of the body in question. 
The Jansenist saw the body as the médium of eontrition, removing the self 
ífom opposition to God by the penitential efforts of rigorous self-inspeetion. 
The saered eeonomy was driven by God, whose graee alone was effieaeious. 
The Jesuits foeused instead on the body of Jesús, offered to all in the Saered 
Heart. The human response was to engage in body praetiees that honored the 
Heart—displaying images, saying the rosary, attending Mass, and so forth. 
Sueh material praetiee paid the reparations owed God and seeured the ready 
offer of forgiveness. The resulting debate over the effieaey of the rival body- 
eeonomies of penitenee ealls attention to differing eoneeptions of the body 
within Catholieism. The Jansenists insisted, in Amauld’s words, that the truly 
penitent must “uproot their love of this world, whieh is enmity with God,” 
that they must “remove from their heart the affeetions of the age.”^^ Those 
seeking graee were taught to do so in the médium of the rigorously eontrolled 
body. 

Although Jansenism displayed a bold disavowal of the popular visual piety 
involving saeramentals, devotional images, and the material eulture of 
penitenee prometed by the Jesuits, Jansenism aeeorded a key plaee to 
introspection in its theology of eontrition. Consequently, Jansenism should 
not be eontrasted as ieonoelastie with Jesuit spirituality, whieh is famous for 
the role of interior imaging preseribed by the Ignatian Spiritual Exercises. 
Jansenist works not infrequently pose the human situation regarding divine 
graee in a distinetly visualist manner. For example, in his small book, On 
Submission to the Will of God, Fierre Meóle framed matters sueeinetly in 
strongly oeular terms: “There is a view of God whieh brings one to unity with 
him and exposes one to the light of his divine eyes; and there is another 


[view] that prompts one to flee him and to shield oneself as much as one can 
from his presence.”^^ According to Nicole, one of the chief polemicists and 
the principal editorial forcé, with Amauld, among the Jansenists in Paris, the 
visual framework of the view acted as a self-emptying gaze for radically 
reorienting mortals so that they might recognize the sublime majesty of God 
in tándem with their own humiliation. “It appears,” he wrote in his Discourse 
on the Weakness of Man, “that it was to dispel this natural illusion [of human 
greatness] that God, intending to humble Job beneath his sovereign majesty, 
made him as it were go out of himself in order to contémplate the great world 
and all the creatures that fill it, thereby to convince him of his impotence and 
weakness, causing him to see how there are things and effects in nature that 
surpass not only his forcé, but also his intelligence.”^^ 

Rather than deploy the ego-squashing machinery of the unilateral gaze or 
the corresponding optics of the sublime, the Sacred Heart image relies on a 
reciprocal or a devotional gaze to appeal to devotees and to establish a visual 
connection with them. The Jesuit approach was calculated to find a far 
broader basis in popular devotion. Seeing the body of Jesús, the bloody heart 
held forth for visual inspection, was the avenue for penitential engagement. 
Jesús touched the soul in his act of presenting his heart, embracing the 
devotee with the lighter touch of sympathy. Seeing became the médium of 
being moved, of sharing moral affections or fellow feeling. The image of the 
Sacred Heart carne to be beloved for its beauty. This opened the way for the 
development of an aesthetic of sacred beauty in the next century. Dalgarins, 
the nineteenth-century defender of the devotion, stressed the aesthetic means 
of the devotion’s appeal: “God uses what is naturally attractive in order to win 
US to Him, and when we think that we have been simply gazing on something 
beautiful, we suddenly fínd that God has caught us with His gentle craft, and 
that its beauty has been a channel of grace to our souls.”^^ 

Sympathy, or feeling for others, may be defined in several different ways, 
but for devotees to the Sacred Heart it carne to have much to do with a deeply 
felt sensation of debt or obligation, which fit neatly over penitential reparation 
by signaling its economic operation in the médium of visión. To see the 
suffering of Jesús was to be moved by it to responso, which was the offering 
of one’s sympathy as a reparation for his injury. Consider the following 
summary of the effect of the Sacred Heart in an American edition of one of 
the devotion’s periodicals: “The thought of the infinite love of our Divine 
Lord gives rise to the desire to make a retum of love; the sight of the Sacred 
Heart of our Lord, so infinite in dignity, and overfiowing with all perfections, 
awakens a desire to render It every homage; and the refiection that this 
infinite love has met with such a retum, arouses a feeling of grief and sorrow, 
and a desire to make reparation for such injuries, especially as regards the 


Sacrament of Love, the Blessed Eucharist.”^^ The position is consistent with 
Alacoque’s view, but fixes on the sight of the image and the pathos it 
engenders. Seeing the Saered Heart was belief in a modem world in whieh the 
elaims on the bodies of the devout were far too demanding for withdrawal and 
the vigorous spiritual ealisthenies of the Jansenist eleet. The aim instead was 
to appeal to the masses of Catholies by a visual devotion that might aehieve a 
broad “sympathy” or “unión” with Jesús.But the unión in question was not 
mystieal. It was affeetive and mobilized, an aesthetie sympathy geared to 
aetion in the world. As we will see in the next ehapter, the idea of sympathy 
as shared moral feeling went on to have a broad soeial eareer in Europe and 
Ameriea. 

The image of the Heart aequired a presenee in devotional life that direeted 
responsive aetion. One nineteenth-eentury eateehism artieulated the bodily 
power of the image to elieit a sympathetie responso. Asked if the meaning of 
the image ean be eonveyed to the eateehist “when your eyes rest on a pieture 
of the Saered Heart,” the preseribed reply is: “Yes. The Heart whieh Jesús 
presents to me reealls His love, whieh naturally demands that I should love 
Him. . . . And if I notiee Jesús’s gaze fixed upon me, His right hand, whieh 
seemed to ask for my heart, do I not hear the words, ‘Leam of Me, for I am 
meek and humble of heart. Follow me?’ Jesús looked for followers with 
his “outraged” and imploring gaze, and found them. While the Jansenists had 
been eontent to withdraw to the oratory and monastery, the Jesuits set their 
sights on a larger arena. 


CHAPTER 6 


The Look of Sympathy 

Feeling and Seeing 


Sacred objects and devout viewers engage one another in a variety of felt 
relations. Consider the way the children comport themselves before the 
American flag in a photograph by Jacob Riis from the early 1890s (fig. 28). 
They stand at attention, saluting, aware that they are being looked at—^by the 
photographer, by their teachers, by one another, by the girl who holds the flag. 
But also by the flag itself, or by what may be said to look through it, peering 
at them through the eye of the sacred object. To tum aside, to reñise to salute, 
to smirk, or chat with one’s neighbor would be to deprive the flag of its due, 
and almost certainly to suffer the teacher’s disapproval. But they seem aware 
of something more than a Symbol and their fellow classmates. The ritual of 
civil piety appears to conjure a special presence. This presence emerges in the 
visual fleld of the communal gaze: the children look reverently upon the flag, 
but also upon one another looking at the flag. Yet the flag itself is the object 
of their visual devotion, as the words of the Pledge of Allegiance made clear, 
written in 1892 by Baptist minister Francis Bellamy: “I pledge allegiance to 
the flag . . . and to the republic for which it stands .. . .” The pledge venerates 
not only the idea of nationhood symbolized by the flag, but this flag. The 
children are constructed as citizens of the United States in two coincidental 
visual flelds: the communal and the devotional. The combination rivets them 
in attention and shapes their bodies and minds simultaneously as patriotic 
devotees of the nation. Whatever the children were thinking individually at 
that moment, in a collective, embodied sense they were doing the same thing. 
In this way the ritual taught them to belong to a single social body. 




FIGURE 28. Jacob Riis, Flag veneration exercise at Mott Street Industrial School, ca. 1890. Courtesy of 
the Library of Congress. 


A contemporary guide to flag veneration in Ameriean publie sehools, 
whieh likely seripted the event at New York City’s Mott Street Industrial 
Sehool pietured in figure 28, demonstrates that evoking the sense of national 
presenee was preeisely the aim of sueh ritual praetiee. Colonel George T. 
Baleh, Civil War veteran and examiner of the publie sehools of New York 
City, opened his Methods of Teaching Patriotism in the Public Sehools (1890) 
with an epigraph from a sermón by the Rev. Henry Ward Beeeher, in whieh 
the elergyman proelaimed that a thoughtful person looking at a nation’s flag 
“sees not the flag, but the nation itself.”^ The ehildren present themselves to 
the flag and to one another beeause doing so makes them part of a national 
body, whieh they feel in the reverent attention of their own bodies. The 
theatrieality of the moment pietured in Riis’s photograph suggests that he was 
there to doeument the emerging edueational praetiee of enforeing patriotie 
solemnity among students by eondueting ritual veneration of the national flag. 
In effeet, a devotional gaze was staged in the elassroom for the purpose of 
indueing eivil piety. By plaeing students within the visual fleld of devotion, 
sehools sought to reembody the ehildren, to teaeh them to think and feel and 
see as part of the soeial body of the devoted Ameriean eitizen. How was this 






understood to work? That is the task of this chapter. Of special interest is the 
relationship between seeing and feeling, which will allow us to explore how 
seeing partieipates in the larger enterprise of affeetively organizing soeial life. 

The soeial praetiee of seeuring the nation by venerating its Symbol is part 
of a history of ideas and praetiees about nationhood and about feeling as a 
médium of partieipating in national eommunity.^ As demoeraeies formed in 
the eourse of the eighteenth eentury, European and Ameriean thinkers 
refleeted on the nature of soeial bonds that might keep soeial relations stable 
in the wake of more traditional arrangements. Civil religión was one idea, 
most famously diseussed by Rousseau, as the minimal tenets of a eommon 
faith that would bolster the soeial eontraet, holding together the soeiety by 
rewarding virtue and punishing viee. Another was the idea of eivil soeiety, 
whieh likewise sought to maintain a just eompaet between individuáis and 
eommunity.^ 

A great deal of eighteenth-eentury soeial thought was devoted to the 
problem of human relations. One treatise that eontributed importantly to 
eonsiderations of the nature and importanee of morality for soeial eonduet 
was Adam Smith’s Theory of Moral Sentiments (1759). As noted in ehapter 1, 
Smith deseribed what he believed was the basis of the moral strueture of 
soeiety by investigating the human eapaeity for fellow feeling, or sympathy. 
When plaeed within the history of the soeial eonstruetion of feeling and the 
felt-life of religión, Smith’s book offers a useful starting point for the modem 
history of feeling and its relevanee for the study of religious visual eulture."^ 

The Theory of Moral Sentiments undertakes an ingenious psyehologieal 
analysis that grounds moral eonduet in the experienee of seeing and being 
seen. Aeeording to Smith’s empirieist aeeount, moral behavior sprang not 
from innate prineiples, but from the feelings of approbation and eensure that 
ehildren eneountered in the gaze of others from their earliest days. Children 
leam to intemalize this gaze and use it to serutinize their own intentions and 
behavior. Sympathy was the felt-eonneetion that motivated behavior intended 
to elieit approval. Smith believed that moral judgment was an individual 
proeedure of introspeetion: “We suppose ourselves the speetators of our own 
behaviour, and endeavour to imagine what effeet it would, in this light, 
produee upon us. This is the only looking-glass by whieh we ean, in some 
measure, with the eyes of other people, serutinize the propriety of our own 
eonduet.”^ But it was an odd looking-glass beeause it eombined the self and 
the self-looking-at-itself. The self did not look baek, but was split into two 
irresolvable aets. It was not a reeiproeal gaze that Smith imagined, but an 
intemalized unilateral gaze. The self sees itself with the eyes of others. 

The idea of sympathy went on to enjoy an important eareer, beeoming a 


key term in the discourse on philanthropy in the nineteenth century and 
eventually in social reform. The optical trope of Smith’s treatment of 
sympathy anticipated a visual tradition of sympathy, moral appeal, and 
campaigns for reform that eulminated at the end of the nineteenth eentury in 
the photographie work of the joumalist and soeial reformer Jaeob Riis, who 
helped establish doeumentary photography as a form of investigating the 
soeial problems of poverty, tenement housing, disease, and the Ameriean 
urban underelass. By traeing the history of thought and praetiee eoneeming 
the visuality of sympathy from Smith to Riis, we are able to explore how 
images generate and regúlate feeling as a means of aehieving soeial well- 
being and eohesion. Deeply eneoded in the life of fellow feeling may reside 
an antipathy for those who are not like “us.” The history of feeling is by no 
means all sweetness and light. It will beeome evident that the felt-life of 
religión exhibits a tensión between welfare and solidarity. By serutinizing 
how images were used to generate sympathy, we will see that the sense of 
eommunity depends on both feeling for one’s fellows (sympathy) and feeling 
against eertain others or aliens (antipathy). 


FELT-LIFE AND MORAL SENTIMENTS 

Adam Smith began his analysis of the sentiments by objeeting to the view that 
self-interest drove moral eonduet. Smith sought to distinguish eivil soeiety as 
rooted in “the fellow-feeling for the misery of others.”^ No matter how selfish 
people are, they all are moved by the fortune or misfortune of others. Pity and 
sorrow, he elaimed, may be observed in even “the most hardened violator of 
the laws of soeiety.”^ Sympathy, or the experienee of feeling what others feel, 
arises in everyone and Smith regarded its formation as the moral life of 
humanity. Yet our senses eannot by themselves, he noted, deliver to us what 
another person feels. Smith used an exerueiating example to argüe his point: 
“Though our brother is on the raek, as long as we ourselves are at our ease, 
our senses will never inform us of what he suffers.” It is “by the imagination 
only that we ean form any eoneeption of what are his sensations.”^ The 
imagination eopies our own senses and uses these impressions to projeet us 
into the plaee of another: “By the imagination we plaee ourselves in his 
situation, we eoneeive ourselves enduring all the same torments, we enter as it 
were into his body, and beeome in some measure the same person with him, 
and thenee form some idea of his sensations, and even feel something whieh, 
though weaker in degree, is not altogether unlike them.”^ 

The idea of sympathy beeame important for Protestant enterprises in moral 
reform, soeial benevolenee, and eharity. But in praetiee, the moral eareer of 
sympathy was never without an aspeet of self-interest. On the Fourth of July, 


1828, John H. Kennedy, an advoeate of the emigration of free blaeks and 
former slaves to the West Afriean eolony of Liberia, and assistant to the 
seeretary of the Ameriean Colonization Soeiety, delivered an address at the 
Sixth Presbyterian Chureh in Philadelphia entitled “Sympathy.”^^ Kennedy 
organized his diseourse around the motif of the passerby beholding the slave 
in misery. In response, the slave asked white pedestrians: “Is it nothing to 
yon, all ye that pass by?” (Lamentations 1:12, the text for Kennedy’s sermón). 
Like Smith’s aeeount of projeeting oneself into the situation of others, 
Kennedy insisted that sympathy was an obligation. He regarded sympathy as 
a natural human bond that eompels response. Kennedy argued that the 
eompulsion to reaet to suffering followed from “the eommunity of interest 
subsisting between all the members of the human family. There is not only the 
material body of the Naturalist, and the Body Politie of the Statesman, but 
there is an ampler Body whieh ineludes every member of the human family. 
When a member of any body suffers the other members suffer with it.”^^ 

Kennedy then tumed to the question of slavery in the United States. This 
allowed him to narrow the eontours of the “body” from the entire raee to the 
national eommunity of Ameriea and to relate the biblieal text to the present: 
“As Amerieans we are speeially interested in the eireumstanees and sorrows 
of the slave. We are the persons in the present instanee who ‘pass by,’ the 
witnesses, and who have it in our power to disburden ourselves while 
benefiting them. Our Country suffers, and as lovers of our eountry we eannot 
be indifferent to what affeets her standing and interests.”^^ Yet the logie of the 
national body, as Kennedy understood it, urged eolonization rather than 
immediate emaneipation. The motive of self-interest is unmistakable. Whites 
in Philadelphia and other northeastem eities found free blaeks eompetitive in 
the labor market and inereasingly resentful of raeism. But the Colonization 
Soeiety eouehed its rationale in the rhetorie of patemalism. Exelusion from 
equality in the United States, Kennedy reasoned, doomed the blaek to 
degradation and ruin. “The remedy is, that he be removed from those moral 
disabilities he is now subjeet to. The Colonization Soeiety has provided an 
asylum on the North-western eoast of Afriea where he may enjoy every 
advantage.”^^ Kennedy assured his audienee that onee a viable nation was in 
plaee, many slave owners would voluntarily release their slaves for the 
purpose of emigration. His message was that blaeks would do best in a nation 
of their own. 

In effeet, sympathy in this instanee did not mean empathy, but 
eondeseension in order to preserve differenee, and therefore the homogeneity 
and integrity of Ameriea as a white eommunity. Advoeates of eolonization 
wanted free blaeks to have their own raeially homogeneous eommunity—on 
another eontinent. The stakes were high, aeeording to Kennedy. Slavery, he 


wamed the congregation, threatened “owr ruin.” By “withholding from others 
what [Providence] has freely bestowed on us,'' slavery would “sweep this 
promising empire” to destruetion.^^ Aeeording to the pro-eolonizer’s logie of 
sympathy as fellow feeling with the national body, it was imperative for its 
well-being that blaeks be removed from it. Some southem slaveholders 
promoted eolonization of free blaeks beeause they hoped it might remove 
from their midst a stimulus for slaves to long for freedom. For northem 
whites in favor of eolonization, sympathy did not mean longing for tolerant 
eoexistenee, but the urge to do justiee to blaeks by giving them their own 
national body (whieh whites hoped would resolve the otherwise intraetable 
problem of raeial differenee). “If I were a eoloured man,” wrote Arehibald 
Alexander, Prineeton theology professor and proponent of eolonization, “I 
would not hesitate a moment to relinquish a eountry where a blaek skin and 
the lowest degree of degradation are so identified.” But it was an aet of 
sympathy that earried with it a eomplementary white revulsión: “I eannot but 
feel pity for the groveling views of many eoloured men, now residing in a 
State of degradation in this eountry, who in Liberia might rise to wealth and 
independenee, and perhaps to high and honourable offiee.” Blaeks, in other 
words, should have wanted to leave and merited only pity (not sympathy) if 
they did not do so.^^ 

The point was made visually in imagery issued at the time by the 
eolonization Soeiety of the State of Pennsylvania, founded in Philadelphia in 
1826. A “View of Monrovia” on a eertifieate of membership in the Soeiety 
(fig. 29) portrays several well-dressed blaek Amerieans disembarking on the 
eoast of Liberia, where they are warmly weleomed by residents. The image 
seems to register Alexander’s stark eontrast of pity and pride. Ameriean blaek 
émigrés enter their own national domain in the dignified manner that 
Alexander promised them. The rolling landseape envisions an Afriean land of 
plenty, an apt eounterpart to the fond myth of Edenie Ameriea. Replete as it 
was with evidenee of prosperity, faith (note the ehureh steeple marks the 
highest point of the eity), and peaeeful eommunity, this pastoral glimpse of 
the eapital of Liberia offered Ameriean blaeks the prospeet of respeetability 
that many whites hastened to remind them they eould not expeet to eommand 
in the United States. 



FIGURE 29. R S. Duval & Co., “View of Monrovia,” hand-tinted lithographic illustration from a Ufe 
membership certifícate in the Pennsylvania Colonization Society, 1830. Courtesy of the Historical 
Society of Pennsylvania. 

But the illustration conceals the eountervailing view of many Afriean 
Ameriean leaders in the United States who had no intention of emigrating and 
made remaining where they were a point of honor. Riehard Alien, founding 
bishop of the Afriean Methodist Episeopal Chureh, rejeeted the idea of 
eolonization, pointing out that “This land whieh we have watered with our 
tears and our blood, is now our mother country”^^ In his rousing “Appeal to 
the Colored Citizens of the World,” David Walker denouneed the eolonization 
movement and lamented the support it reeeived from some blaeks (by 1830 
only 1,400 had reloeated to the eolony). Walker insisted that “This eountry is 
as mueh ours as it is the whites, whether they will admit it now or not, they 
will see and believe it by and by.”^^ Walker ealled on fellow blaeks to throw 
off apathy, laek of feeling, whieh he identified as the eonsequenee of 
enslavement and oppression: “Oh! My eoloured brethren, all over the world, 
when shall we arise from this death-like apathy?—^And be men!!”^^ In plaee 
of white eondeseension and lamentation no less than blaek apathy, Afriean 
Ameriean leaders urged blaek self-awareness and pride in the explieitly visual 


form of the beauty of being black. “I would have you understand,” Dr. John S. 
Rock told a mixed-race gathering in Boston in 1858, “that I not only love my 
race, but am pleased with my color,” a point he made quite elearly by 
eontrasting “the fine tough museular system, the beautiful, rieh eolor, the full 
broad features, and the graeefully frizzled hair of the Negro, with the delieate 
physieal organization, wan eolor, sharp features, and lank hair of the 
Caueasian.”^^ The importanee of blaek pride was signaled in equally visual 
terms by Thomas Morris Chester during the seeond year of the Civil War 
when he ealled on Afriean Amerieans to replaee the ieonography of white 
heroes with blaek ones: 

Take down from your walls the pictures of Washington, Jackson, and McCellan; and if you love to gaze 
upon military chieftains, let the gilded trames be graced with the immortal Toussaint 
[L’Ouverture], . . . Remove from the eyes of the rising generation the portraits of Clay, Webster, and 
Seward, and . . . hang in the most conspicuous place the great Ward, the unrivalled [Frederick] 
Douglass, and the wise Roberts. . . . Tear down the large paintings in which only white faces are 
represented, and beautify your walls with scenes and landscapes connected with our history. . . . If you 
wish bishops to adom your parlors, there are the practical [Richard] Alien, the pathetic [Daniel] 
Payne. .. 

Chester’s proposal was elever and bold—^partieularly during the early 
years of the Civil War, when news from the front was repeatedly gloomy for 
the Union. He shrewdly proposed engaging the ieonoelasm of ousting images 
of white figures in order to install inspiring blaek eounterparts. Ieonoelasm is 
a powerful teehnique of not-seeing applied to revisión. Rather than being a 
diserete visual field or gaze, ieonoelasm is what one does to a gaze in order to 
subvert it, to deny its operation and power—in this ease, the devotional gaze 
of white eulture heroes. By either destroying an image (hard ieonoelasm) or 
merely removing it from view (soft ieonoelasm), ieonoelasm eurtails the 
operation of the way of seeing that an image aetivates, and by extensión 
derails aeeess to the soeial body that the gaze enabled. Chester’s ieonoelastie 
intervention was intended to rout the dearth of fellow feeling (apathy) among 
blaeks and instill in its plaee a eompelling affeetive soeial bond (pride). He 
felt this was espeeially important to do among blaek ehildren, “the rising 
generation.” The new devotional gaze would invoke the soeial body of the 
raee symbolized in sueh blaek eulture heroes as Toussaint, Douglass, Alien, 
and Payne. 
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A FACT WITH A SHORT COMMENTARY. 


FIGURE 30. Execution of a slave, The Anti-Slavery Record, vol. 2, no. 1, January 1836, wood-engraved 
cover illustration. Photo: author. 

Seeing was imbued with intense feeling in different ways by different 
parties in Ameriean debates over raee. Whereas advoeates of eolonization 
exploited pity to stoke support for the emigration of free blaeks to Afriea and 
blaek leaders eountered apathy with raeial pride, northem abolitionists 
provoeatively used antipathy to inspire revulsión for slavery among whites. 
Abolitionist joumals frequently used wood engravings on their eovers as 
dramatie illustrations of aets of eruelty against slaves. For example, in 1836 
The Anti-Slavery Record ineluded a print of an owner exeeuting a slave who 
refused to submit to flogging for sending the impish ehild of the master away 
firom disturbing his family (fig. 30). A psyehologieally penetrating diseussion 
of the story portrayed by the image followed in whieh slavery was shown to 
opérate as a soeial system of antipathy, the very opposite of sympathy. The 
master must abuse the slave lest he eome to reeognize the slave’s humanity 
and be eompelled to regard the slave as an equal: “Kind treatment will 
infallibly produee some degree of self-respeet on the part of the slave, and 
this self-respeet will not well brook any arbitrary and unreasonable exereise 






of power.”^^ Antipathy was designed to produce apathy among slaves, as 
Walker had pointed out.^^ But the visual testimony of the print—judging from 
the slave’s fine dress, the emeiform gesture of his arms, and the strong sense 
of family life in spite of obviously humble eireumstanees—^was that antipathy, 
in faet, had failed to reduee the slave to apathy, requiring the desperate slave 
owner to eommit the brutish aet of murder. 

The lesson also drawn from the event was the dehumanizing effeet of 
antipathy on white masters. The writer was not surprised that the slave owner 
avoided trial. Proseeuting and punishing him would only have informed 
slaves that they had rights and would have eneouraged them to insist on 
appropriate treatment from their owners. Expeeting anything less from the 
eommunity of white slave owners was unreasonable in light of the dynamies 
of slavery as a soeial system. Sympathy was distorted by self-interest into a 
eommunity of antipathy. To illuminate his point, the writer eonsidered the 
ease of how sehoolmasters responded to the eorporeal punishment of 
students: 

We say there is an esprit de corps, a spirit of the class, among the sehoolmasters, which stimulates them 
to honor their profession, by taking the part of its members. This spirit leads them naturally and almost 
inevitably to sympathize with the master rather than with the scholar, at least, in all not very flagrant 
cases. But if, in the mild and beneficent institutions of society, the judgment of men is hable to be 
warped, and their sympathy to be perverted, how much more in the harsh system of domestic bondage, 
where a common avarice is to be added to the esprit de corps, which takes sympathy from the slave and 
gives it to the master.^^ 

The social body or eommunity was animated by a complementary 
configuration of sympathy and antipathy. Human beings define themselves by 
soeial loeation, by feeling themselves into the body or presenee of others. The 
national eommunity that sympathy mediatos is an imaginad one, as Benediet 
Anderson suggested.^"^ It is a soeial body that feeling ereates through sueh 
ritual praetiees as the Pledge of Allegianee, patriotie parades, and the display 
of the fiag on national holidays. These make feeling publie and shared and 
eonstruet in the proeess the transeendent nation, mediating it in the ritually 
eonfigured soeial body of eitizens. The nation is a way of seeing, a 
eommunity of feeling whose imaginad boundaries are eonstrueted by 
inelusions and exelusions. By praetieing antipathy toward the suffering of 
slaves, whites ereated a soeial body that robbed them of the eapaeity for 
sympathy. Frederiek Douglass eaptured this in his deseription of the bodily 
effeet of the “fatal poison of irresponsible power” in the demeanor of one of 
his owners, Mrs. Auld, whose voiee, shortly after his arrival as a young slave, 
lost its “sweet aeeord” and “ehanged to one of harsh and horrid diseord; and 
that angelie faee gave plaee to that of a demon.”^^ 


THE SOCIAL CONSTRUCTION OF THE SACRED 


To belong to a community is to particípate, to take part, to perform a role, to 
find a plaee within the imagined whole, whieh I have ealled the soeial body. 
Belief, it is important to point out, is not simply assent to dogmatie prineiples 
or ereedal propositions, but also the embodied or material praetiees that enaet 
belonging to the group.^^ The feeling that one belongs takes the shape of 
many experienees, unfolds over time, and is mediated in many forms. 
Moreover, belonging is nurtured by the aesthetic praetiees that are designed to 
generate and refine feeling on the erossed axes of human relationships and 
human-divine interaetion. 

By aesthetic praetiees I do not mean the philosophy of the beautiful as the 
term eame to be used in the late eighteenth eentury, but rather “sensuous 
eognition,” whieh is what the word was originally eoined in 1735 to signify, 
based on Aristotle’s use of the Greek word aisthesis, whieh means 
“pereeption” or “sensation.”^^ The differenee is important beeause it allows 
US to study the arts and media as ways of felt-eognition without being 
restrieted to rigid hierarehies of taste that govem the judgment of beauty. It is 
the soeial operation of feeling propelled by images, objeets, spaees, sounds, 
and movement that seeures the relevanee of material eulture in the study of 
religión. This assumes that material eulture, and the arts generally, are ways 
of generating, transmitting, refining, and sharing feeling. Material eulture, and 
visual eulture as a subdivisión of it, is not prineipally the expression of ideas 
or doetrines, but rather the eultural produetion, eireulation, and reeeption of 
felt-knowledge. This means that images and their uses should be examined 
for the ways in whieh they help to ereate forms of sympathy, empathy, 
antipathy, and apathy—feeling with, feeling into or as, feeling against or other 
than, and feeling not at all. 

The unifying bond of ritual praetiee seems apparent in Riis’s photograph of 
ehildren saluting the fiag (see fig. 28). The lesson is being leamed in their 
individual bodies as well as eorporately in their eolleetive or soeial body: to 
be an Ameriean is to stand together, side by side, revering the fiag as a single 
national body. Civil piety was aequired by means of an embodied diseipline, a 
training of young bodies no less than minds. This was eertainly the intention 
of the rituaTs author, Colonel Baleh. He wrote that the purpose of his methods 
of making patriotie eitizens was “to make an intensely enthusiastie and 
thoroughly loyal Ameriean eitizen of every ehild in every sehool of this 
soeiety.”^^ For him and many like-minded Amerieans at the time (and sinee), 
the body of the nation was infeeted by foreign blood that needed to be 
naturalized by the diseiplined praetiees of nationalism. In the prefaee to his 
book, Baleh wamed that Ameriean eivilization had been “diluted” by “a vast 


number of [immigrants, who] bear in their physical and mental features the 
indelible impress of centuries of monarchical or aristocratic rule and 
oppression.” In response to this threat to the health of the national body, Baleh 
urged sehools to adopt “sueh heroie remedies as will in future proteet us from 
evils and dangers.”^^ The metaphor moving through his text is the healthy 
body assailed by siekness from without. As a eonsequenee, it was the physieal 
effort of training the body in a daily regimen of flag veneration that offered to 
mold the neweomers into the firm soeial body of national loyalty (the students 
in the photograph are ehildren of immigrants attending sehool in the heart of 
the slum distriet in lower Manhattan). It is not surprising that allies in his 
eause were hereditary organizations like the Daughters of the Ameriean 
Revolution (DAR), membership in whieh was limited to those who were 
blood relatives of partieipants in that war. It was the DAR, along with Baleh, 
that led the eharge to saeralize the national flag by lobbying for flag 
deseeration laws.^® For his part, Baleh assured his readers that eorporate 
veneration effeetively molded the felt-life of ehildren: “it will be possible to 
so direet the ehild’s thoughts, to so surround it as it were with the atmosphere 
of patriotie feeling, that . . . [the ehild] will insensibly beeome interested in 
and permeated with the thought or impression you are essaying to eonvey.”^^ 

If the flag veneration pietured in figure 28 organized the somatie bodies of 
patriotie eitizens into the soeial body of the nation, it also was intended to 
engage eitizens in reverenee for a transeendent and saered referent. Baleh 
believed that the bodily veneration of the flag would generate the all- 
important feelings of allegianee upon whieh national eohesion depended. 
Veneration of the flag in publie sehools would manufaeture sympathy, the 
eommunion of feeling that safeguarded the nation. The daily praetiees Baleh 
preseribed would serve “as a means of reaehing and affeeting the emotional 
side of the ehild’s nature, and thus so exeiting its imagination and touehing its 
heart that it will uneonseiously, but none the less effeetually, beeome 
interested in its personal relation to this great nation The italieized phrase 
was perhaps meant to invoke the familiar Evangelieal formula of eultivating a 
personal relationship with the savior. Baleh went on to deseribe the ehild’s 
“politieal faith” as a eitizen of the Ameriean republie, and he seomed 
paroehial or seetarian sehools (Román Catholie, Lutheran, Episeopalian, 
Quaker, and Jewish) in the United States as eompetitors to the publie sehool 
System beeause he felt they instilled a rival allegianee to the primaey of 
Ameriean nationhood. 



FIGURE 31. Unidentified photographer, “Prayer time in the Nursery, Five Points House of Industry,” 
ca. 1890. Museum of the City of New York, The Jacob Riis Collection. 


Balch’s book appeared in the same year that How the Other Half Uves was 
published. Riis ineluded in it an image by an unidentified photographer (fig. 
31) that bears eomparison to his sehoolroom photograph (see fig. 28). Five 
Points House of Industry, loeated a few bloeks from Mott Street, was a 
nursery that appears as a dark, eavemous spaee engulfing the luminous 
gathering of orphans in prayer. The ehildren have been huddled in a semi- 
eirele and instrueted how to pose. Most obediently elose their eyes, but two or 
three gaze at the eamera. “It was one of the most touehing sights in the 
World,” Riis wrote, “to see a seore of babies, reseued from homes of brutality 
and desolation.”^^ Sally Stein has aptly pointed out that the image preaehes a 
eonfident faith in institutions as “the only real eure for the moral 
impoverishment embedded in the ‘other half.’ Riis’s photograph of the 
sehool ehildren (see fig. 28) likewise advoeated the benevolenee of the 
industrial publie sehool as the neeessary institutional intervention to make 
faithful eitizens of immigrant ehildren. In both instanees, and in many others 
in How the Other Half Uves, Riis availed himself of a familiar Vietorian 
deviee. Lüce Diekens, one of his favorite authors, Riis used ehildren to trigger 
pathos in his viewers. The nursery image was intended to elieit eompassion 




for their plight and the urgency of social reform. “Too often,” Riis alerted his 
viewers, “their white night gowns hide torturad little bodies and limbs cruelly 
bruised by inhuman hands.”^^ But prayer, like flag veneration, promised to 
transform the individual body into the redeemed soeial body of the nation. 

IMAGES AND THE SOCIAL BODY OF FEELING 

If Baleh insisted that the ehallenge of immigration be met by assimilating 
foreigners to the Ameriean soeial body through nationalistie rituals, Riis 
responded to the plight of the poor by appealing to the publie eonseienee of 
Christians. But where Adam Smith regarded sympathy as the imaginativa 
projeetion of oneself into the situation of another person, Riis, like Kennedy, 
understood sympathy as the praetiee of pity, whieh always entailed the feeling 
of differenee between middle-elass viewers and the poor upon whom they 
looked. Feeling for the poor did not mean an empathie emptying of the self, 
but being moved on their behalf. Like many reformers, Riis sought to arouse 
sympathy for the poor, but he did so by stoking a holy anger or righteous 
indignation that was aimed at the slum lords and at Christian indifferenee. His 
images undertook a visual eampaign that entwined sympathy and antipathy, 
an intermingling of impulses to pity and to revile. The indignity of abolitionist 
diseourse moves through How the Other Half Uves and was applied to the 
task of reform. But the imagery and text of his book also manifest antipathy 
toward some immigrant groups in the tenements. Riis tended to sympathize 
with or eondeseend to those groups that were ethnieally inelined (i.e., visually 
able) to beeome like the Anglo-Saxon, Christian majority. Both forms of 
feeling—sympathy and antipathy—^were linked to Riis’s Christian self- 
understanding and mission. Parsing this dual aesthetie role demónstrales how 
images operated within a soeial infrastrueture of religious feeling. Cireulating 
in mass visual media and drawing on broadly shared religious ideáis, the 
soeial life of feeling performed eomplementary aets of inelusion and 
exelusion. 

As a poliee repórter writing for several newspapers during the late 1870s 
and 1880s, Riis had witnessed a dozen years of erime and degradation in the 
slums of lower Manhattan before publishing his sensational artiele, “How the 
Other Half Lives,” in Scribner’s Magazine in 1889. In less than a year. 
Charles Seribner’s issued an expanded versión of this and other essays of the 
time by Riis in a volume by the same ñame, whieh made the author’s 
intemational reputation. But the immediate audienee to whieh he addressed 
himself was New York City, for he sought to engage the middle-elass reading 
publie of the eity as a eommunity of eonseienee that needed to respond 
eolleetively to the soeial problems ereated by tenement housing. “Our eity has 


lost opportunities for healthy growth that have passed not to retum,” he wrote, 
lamenting that lessons in urban planning that had not been leamed. “Other 
cities that took time to think have profited by them, and have left to New York 
the evil inheritanee of the tenement, the Frankenstein of our eity 
eivilization.”^^ As the eriminal monster spawned by an arrogant metrópolis, 
the tenements were presented in the artiele and in the subsequent book as the 
subjeet for a eampaign in soeial reform that would only eommenee with the 
eity’s reeognition of the problem. That meant aehieving a level of self- 
eonseiousness in whieh publie eonseienee would move the eity to reeognize 
itself as a moral eommunity united in fellow feeling. 

Religión played an important role in the arousal of publie eonseienee and 
the mobilization to aetion. Several times in his book, the Lutheran Riis 
mentioned attending in 1888 a publie eonferenee of Protestant elergy in the 
eity on the subjeet of “how to lay hold of these teeming masses in the 
tenements with Christian influenees.”^^ Two of the speakers at that 
eonferenee, the Rev. A. F. Sehauffler, the manager of the New York City 
Mission Soeiety, and Rev. Josiah Strong, eneouraged Riis that same year 
when they saw his photographs. Another partieipant, the eontroversial 
reformer Rev. Charles Henry Parkhurst, invited Riis to speak at his ehureh, 
Madison Square Presbyterian.^^ It is a striking list of figures. Parkhurst was 
an outspoken publie eritie of politieal eorruption in New York City, attaeking 
Tammany Hall from his pulpit in eelebrated sermons in 1892. Sehauffier 
worried about the spiritual vaeuum ereated in lower Manhattan as ehurehes 
vaeated the distriet for fairer loeations uptown. He noted a net loss of fourteen 
Protestant eongregations below Fourteenth Street during the previous two 
deeades.^^ “We do not find fault with the ehurehes for moving up-town, but 
we eall your attention to the faet that the southem part of the island is 
proportionately being abandoned . . . the result is that the power is in the 
north, while the evil is down in the south, for the most part.”"^^ Sehauffier 
feared that this opened the distriet to the perfidious infiuenee of “the 
Anarehist,” and ended his presentation with a rhetorieal fiourish: “Shall it be 
Christianity, or shall it be Anarehy?”^^ 

Josiah Strong was a Congregationalist minister whose widely read book, 
Our Country (1886), advoeated domestie mission work and stoked fears over 
immigration, “Romanism,” Mormonism, and Soeialism. He was eonfident 
that “North Ameriea is to be the great home of the Anglo-Saxon, the prineipal 
Seat of his power, the eenter of his life and infiuenee,” whieh eould extend, he 
stated at the elose his book, to hastening the seeond eoming of Jesus."^^ Yet, at 
the 1888 eonferenee, Strong espoused a eompassion that reeognized no raeial 
boundaries: “When I get near enough to a man to see in him the image of the 


Lord Jesús Christ, whether he be white or blaek, red or yellow, I must needs 
love One might question Riis’s eommitment to reform by identifying 

his interests with eapital and the genteel establishment to whieh he aspired as 
a new Ameriean, as some have done."^"^ Seholarship in reeent years has 
helpfully ehallenged the noneritieal assessment of Riis’s work long 
established in popular aeeounts and biographies. But neither eritieal revisión 
ñor popular hagiography has regarded the eomplex plaee of religión in Riis’s 
work and eareer."^^ It is possible to diseem in his imagery and writings an 
appeal to the Christian eommunity of New York to respond with a moral 
outrage that would help put an end to the tenements. Riis was galvanized by 
the eomment of a Brooklyn builder at the meeting of Protestant elergy who 
asked the assembly: “How are these men and women to understand the love 
of God you speak of, when they see only the greed of men?” Riis noted in his 
autobiography that when he heard that “I wanted to jump out of my seat and 
shout Amen!”"^^ Riis also reproaehed fellow Christians for not taking a 
position against “the murder of the home in a tenement population of a 
million souls” and shamed them further by praising Félix Adler, seeular 
Jewish leader and founder of the Soeiety for Ethieal Culture, as “among the 
strongest of moral forees in Christian New York.”^^ 

Riis organized How the Other Half Lives as a narrative that takes the 
reader inside tenements and beer dives, along streets, and into dark alleys. 
Along the way he flings darts at the eonseienee of Christian New Yorkers, 
pointing out, for example, that “the agent of the Christian people who built 
that tenement will tell you that Italians are good tenants, while the owner of 
the alley will oppose every order to put his property in repair with the elaim 
that they are the worst of a bad lot.”^^ It was the entire eity to whieh Riis 
direeted his barbs: its politieians and slum lords, to be sure, but also its 
respeetable Christian middle elass and unresponsive ehurehes. All were 
implieated, in his view: “If it shall appear that the sufferings and the sins of 
the ‘other half’, and the evil they breed, are but a just punishment upon the 
eommunity that gave it no other ehoiee, it will be beeause that is the truth,” he 
deelared with prophetie gravity at the opening of his book, and elosed with a 
eall for “the gospel of justiee.”^^^ 

In his autobiography Riis deseribed his use of photography as a form of 
“evidenee”: “We used to go in the small hours of the moming into the worst 
tenements to eount noses and see if the law against overerowding was 
violated, and the sights I saw there gripped my heart until I felt that I must tell 
of them, or burst, or tum anarehist, or something.”^® Due to limitations in 
print teehnology, less than half of the illustrations appearing in How the Other 
Half Lives were halftone reproduetions of photographs that he had taken on 


site as a joumalist since 1888 or had borrowed from other photographers. The 
majority of images were wood engravings made from photographs. Yet his 
dozens of stereopticon lectures in the late 1880s and 1890s used lantem slides 
that were made directly from glass píate negatives, and his autobiography 
(1901) reproduced several of his photographs.^^ One photograph showed an 
English coal-heaver’s home (fig. 32). The laborer, his wife, and their two 
young daughters confront the viewer with a moral appeal that Riis found 
haunting, and hoped his readers would, too. Viewers face the family’s small, 
dark world, and face the gaze of each member of the family. A reciprocal gaze 
denies the viewer the comfort of looking from afar—one is seen seeing those 
one looks upon, and thus made present to them. The reciprocal gaze levéis 
viewer and those one views to a common moral plañe. The family members 
line the wall of the cramped space, which is bound on the left by “a heap of 
oíd rags, in which the baby slept serenely, [and] served as the common 
sleeping-bunk of father, mother, and children.” Riis was especially drawn to 
the mother’s face: “Her smile seemed the most sadly hopeless of all in the 
utter wretchedness of the place, cheery though it was meant to be and really 
was. It seemed doomed to certain disappointment—the one thing there that 
was yet to know a greater depth of misery.”^^ Viewers face the photograph in 
a kind of confrontation. The poor look back, as if to ask what viewers will do, 
silently interrogating them in the manner of Kennedy’s questioning slave and 
recalling the interior look of disapproval that Adam Smith described. 



FIGURE 32. Unidentified photographer, “Iti Poverty Gap, An English Coal-Heaver’s Home,” ca. 1890. 
Museum of the City of New York, The Jacob Riis Collection. 


Early and enthusiastic response to Riis’s magazine article carne from The 
King’s Daughters, a Christian fraternal order founded in 1886 in New York 
City by Margaret Bottome, the wife of a Methodist elergyman. They invited 
Riis to address their group at the Broadway Tabemaele, where he presented 
the artiele in the form of lantem slides. At the leeture he invited the members 
of the order to “make this work theirs,” whieh they did, opening an ofñee in 
the Mariner’s Temple in the fourth ward in the summer of 1890.^^ Areview of 
How the Other Half Lives in the Brooklyn Daily Eagle paired the book with 
William Booth’s evangelieal exposé of London’s slums, In Darkest England 
and the Way Out: “What General Booth, of the Salvation army, does for 
London slums and their vietims, . . . from the ehureh standpoint, Mr. Jaeob A. 
Riis does for darkest New York from that of the other great saving power, the 
press, in his admirable book.”^"^ The reviewer asserted that “all well to do 
New York should read his menaeing story and ponder it and his dismal 
photographs. . . . The grimly pieturesque result in both text and engraving is 
not so bad as London ean fumish, perhaps, but a pretty bad blot, nevertheless, 
upon our Ameriean Christian eivilization.” 





FIGURE 33. Jacob Riis, “In the Home of an Italian Rag-Picker, Jersey Street,” ca. 1890. Museum of the 
City of New York, The Jacob Riis Collection. 


Christian viewers faced in Riis’s photographs of the poor an uneomfortable 
elaim on their eonseienee: they eould not easily ignore the eondition of the 
poor without violating the fundamental moral eommitments of their faith. 
This may have inspired Riis to photograph his subjeets in the ieonographieal 
formula of the Madonna and Child, as in Riis’s “In the Home of an Italian 
Rag-Pieker, Jersey Streef’ (fig. 33). Riis photographed the Italian mother and 
ehild from an unusually low angle, the better to eapture her heavenward look. 
She is pietured in a sordid interior that brings to mind the stable of Jesús’s 
birth. The rag-pieker himself is absent, as is Joseph in many images of the 
Madonna and Child. This allows viewers to foeus their attention on the tender 
relationship between mother and ehild in humble eireumstanees. Riis’s image 
eonstrueted a moral analogy whose effeet on viewers must have been 
intended to be unsettling: the indifferenee shown by eontemporaries to Mary 
and the infant redeemer was eomparable to the modem Christian’s attitude 
toward the urban poor. 

Riis’s use of images like the English eoal-heaver’s home and the Italian 
ragpieker’s wife and ehild was intended to arouse the feeling of appalling 
disgust in order that it might prompt a eomplementary shame and pity among 







viewers, which would mobilize the forcé of conscience, the introspective 
glare of disapprobation described by Smith. The imagery stares baek at 
viewers with an abjeet look deployed by the reformer to initiate a ehain- 
reaetion of feelings. Riis’s work is eertainly replete with examples of 
speetaele, images of an exeess of degradation that moved viewers to dismay. 
Sueh urban seenes had faseinated New Yorkers before Riis began taking 
pietures and ean be found in popular venues sueh as Harper ’s Weekly, where 
wood engravings from the 1860s to the 1880s frequently detailed the squalor 
of the tenements and lives of immigrants.^^ Winslow Homer’s “Chínese 
Clubhouse,” 1874 (fig. 34), is a montage of seenes in a elub in Chinatown in 
whieh sailors gamble with dominóes as others smoke opium, all in the 
impious presenee of ritual objeets enshrined on altars (draped with bogus text 
banners). This kind of reportorial imagery (Homer sketehed the seenes on 
loeation), whieh foreshadowed Riis’s photographs in many respeets, indulged 
in an urban tourism in whieh extraordinary sites were presented as 
pieturesque speetaele. But in a few instanees, sueh as figures 32 and 33, Riis 
transeended speetaele to engage viewers in self-semtiny. Speetaele beeame 
speeulum, mirroring moral defieieney and issuing the eall to aet. 

The engagement of the Christian eommunity with shame stimulated by the 
wretehed eountenanee of tenement denizens in photographs reealls a powerful 
aspeet of Adam Smith’s theory of sympathy. By making photographs into 
mirrors, Riis eould tum them on the Christian publie. The serutiny of the 
misshapen bodies, ragged elothing, and domestie squalor of the poor may 
reeall the visual aetivation of eonseienee offered by Smith. “We examine 
persons limb by limb,” he wrote, “and so by plaeing ourselves before a 
looking-glass, or by some sueh expedient, endeavour, as mueh as possible, to 
view ourselves at the distanee and with the eyes of other people.”^^ Smith 
suggested that the result was a bifureation of the individual into what he 
referred to as the “agenf ’ and the “speetator,” the first of whom is judged by 
the seeond.^^ The intemalization of the exterior gaze to whieh the individual 
is subjeeted formed a moral refiexivity that was the basis of eonseienee. 
Moral ageney meant self-semtiny, rigorous introspeetion. The bifureation of 
the self is what allows people to plaee themselves in the situation of another. 
Self-alienation was the eondition for sympathy. 



FIGURE 34. Winslow Homer, “Chínese Clubhouse,” Harper’s Weekly, March 7, 1874, wood engraving. 
Photo: author. 

The idea of the human self as formed in tándem with its image in a soeial 
mirror appealed to soeial psyehologists in Riis’s day. In 1902, Charles Horton 
Cooley used the phrase “the looking-glass self’ to deseribe the proeess of 
reeognizing oneself in others.^^ Aeeording to Smith’s theory of moral 
sentiments and Cooley’s model of the self, the viewer of Riis’s images was 
not a unitary being, but an agent and a speetator eonjoined in moral 
engagement. In the morphology of gazes diseussed in ehapter 3, we eould say 
that moral self-eonseiousness results from an integration of reeiproeal and 
unilateral gazes. The photographs used by Riis both retum one’s gaze and 
stare at the viewer, that is, both implore and seold. What to do about this is 
the moral situation in whieh viewers find themselves. The intemal speetator 
joins the agent to others eonstituting the eommunity of feeling, the sense 
mediated by the images of all those sharing moral regard with the individual. 







But these others need to be specified as a discrete community of feeling in 
order to be eompelling, in order, that is, for the emotional eoneatenation to 
persist from the priek of eonseienee to eonvietion to aetion. In effeet, viewers 
eonfront themselves in the image, or one might say, in the manner of Smith’s 
intemal gaze, are eonfronted by the speetator. 

Yet, as already implied in the ease of Kennedy’s notion of sympathy with 
slaves and with attitudes toward immigrants shared by Baleh and fraternal 
organizations sueh as the DAR, the power of images to ftise eommunities of 
feeling harbors a dark side. Sympathy did not have to entail, as Smith and 
Cooley intended, putting oneself in the plaee of others. Ñor did it have to 
mean eondeseending to them. Sympathy often operated as a form of fellow 
feeling that distinguished one group from another, building up one soeial 
body at the expense of another. I alluded earlier to the tensión between 
welfare and eohesion in soeial thought on eivil religión and eivil soeiety. This 
eomes to the fore when we eonsider that including readily involves some 
manner of excluding. Shaping sympathies relies on limning boundaries, whieh 
ean mean invoking antipathies. Boundaries are where one soeial body is 
eoneeived to end and another to begin. I say “eoneeived” beeause boundaries 
are not merely physieal, but largely symbolie.^^ They express imagined 
differenee and sameness, elaborated from aetual or presumed differenees sueh 
as raee, ethnieity, religión, sexuality, elass, or gender. The eultural work of 
representations of boundaries is to enhanee the differenees and make them a 
part of a eommunity’s self-eoneeption, or ideology. The symbols of 
eommunity, the signage of a soeial body, are themselves heavily eharged as 
signs of differenee no less than eommonality. These are espeeially visible in 
Riis’s tour of the slums when he eneounters other religions. His deseription of 
the Jewish enelave in the fourth and seventh wards dwelt on differenee: “The 
jargon of the Street, the signs of the sidewalk, the manner and dress of the 
people, their unmistakable physiognomy, betray their raee at every step.”^^ 
But it was religión that subsumed all forms of Jewish othemess: “So, in all 
matters pertaining to their religious life that tinges all their eustoms, they 
stand, these East Side Jews, where the new day that dawned on Calvary left 
them standing, stubbomly refusing to see the light.”^^ 

Next door, in the infamous sixth ward, lodged between Five Points and 
“Jewtown,” were the Chinese, who exhibited a eomparably tenaeious 
differenee: 

Between the tabernacles of Jewry and the shrines of the Bend, Joss has cheekily planted his pagan 
worship of idols, chief among whieh are the celestial worshipper’s own gain and lusts. . . . It is doubtfül 
if there is anything he does not tum to a paying account, from his religión down, or up, as one 
prefers. ... I fear . . . that all attempts to make an efifective Christian of John Chinaman will remain 
abortive in this generation; of the next I have, if anything, less hope. Ages of senseless idolatry, a mere 
grub-worship, have left him without the essential qualities for appreciating the gentle teachings of a 


faith whose motive and unselfish spirit are alike beyond his grasp.^^ 

Although Riis did not photograph Chínese altars, Homer’s engraving (see fig. 
34) eaptures the damning view of his deseription, with joss stieks before the 
enshrined image and banner. The juxtaposition of altars with gambling and 
opium smoking suggests not only the impiety of the Chínese elub members, 
but may regard their religión as no more than an idolatrous means of seeuring 
good fortune. 

If religión ftieled the engines of benevolent fellow feeling that marked the 
heart of the eommunity, it also fired the resentments that delineated the 
eommunity’s sharply pereeived edges. Mediated in word and image, 
sympathy and antipathy eomprised an aesthetie lens that foeused response to 
poverty into a eommunity-generating sentiment, resulting in two kinds of 
eomplementary images. On the one hand was eoneem for the welfare of one’s 
neighbor as a sympathetie projeetion of oneself; on the other, eoneem for the 
eohesion of the soeial body aroused by fear of the poor and the immigrant 
stranger. The pereeived menaee of ethnie enelaves and anxieties about 
immigrant assimilation led the same man who doeumented the deplorable 
eonditions of rag-piekers and eoal-heavers (see figs. 32 and 33) to eelebrate 
the regimented deeomm of the immigrant ehildren in Mott Street Industrial 
Sehool (see fig. 28). The photographs mark either side of a single eoin for 
Riis. Indeed, they plot a desired trajeetory for the Amerieanization of the 
immigrant and the aeeompanying are of Christian feeling—from moral 
outrage to national pride. 


CHAPTER 7 


The Enchantment of Media 

Hearing and Seeing 


“Did you hear the shofar this year?” This is how a Brazilian woman 
characterized the importance Rosh Hashanah for Jews in her community. 
“People ask me this every year. Every year. Everyone whispers during the 
serviee, ‘When is the shofar?’ The first time I saw it, I was expeeting a huge, 
majestie hom, something like the long homs of those eattle on the open range 
in Brazil. But when I saw the little sheep hom and then heard it, I was 
underwhelmed. 'Ihis is the shofar’? I wanted to ask. Yet everyone around me 
beeame suddenly quiet and listened with absolute attention. Then I 
understood. It was a eall to the tribe and they responded with eomplete 
silenee.” A Catholie woman deseribed her youthful experienee of the Catholie 
Mass in Brazil. “When the priest says the words of eonseeration, the altar boy 
rings a bell. It is at that moment when the Mass was most wonderfiil for me. 
The people were quiet. Not a sound. And when the bell rang, you knew you 
must go to your knees, or bow your head.” The sound of the bell ereated the 
keen eonseiousness of a moment, eharaeterized by a powerful presenee, or the 
expeetation of something about to happen. “You knew you were in the 
presenee of something saered. You were a witness as you watehed the priest 
hold up the Host and prepare the ehaliee of wine,” she told me. She also 
remembered from her youth the use of the catraca on Holy Friday, during the 
week of Christ’s Passion, when a man walked about the vieinity of the ehureh 
in her town and produeed a eoarse rapping noise on a wooden paddle with a 
hinged metal deviee. The purpose of the unusual sound was to announee the 
moment of the death of Jesús. That evening the man marehed before the 
burial proeession of Jesús, making the sound. The instmment demanded the 
respeetful hush of townspeople as the proeession passed, produeing an 
envelope of silenee in whieh “they were meant to refleet about their sins and 
their lives.”^ 



In each case, sound created silence and silence offered the temporal spaee 
in whieh the formless presenee of the saered took shape. For partieipants in 
the Mass the ringing bell signaled the arrival of the saered and was registered 
in the bodies of the worshipers, who bowed or kneeled. Their eyes watehed 
the priest’s work of ritual eonseeration as they listened to the looming sound 
of silenee. This deseription eaptures the many antinomies of religious 
worship. Sound versus silenee, time versus spaee, presenee versus absenee, 
shape versus shapelessness, embodied versus disembodied, visibility versus 
invisibility. Religious worship thrives on these polar pairings, but it does not 
regard them as paradoxieal. Indeed, religious praetiee appears to evoke the 
saered by mediating the apparent oppositions and then integrating them with 
one another. The dramatie effeet of the eatraea eombined with the visual 
speetaele of the proeession. The ringing silenee of the Mass foeused the 
partieipants’ attention on the ritual aetions of the priest. The sound of the 
shofar united those gathered in the synagogue into the singular, far-flung 
eompany of the nation of Israel. Time was eaneelled, distanee redueed to the 
elarion eall of the aneient deviee. The new year is weleomed into the midst of 
a people whose antiquity is joined to the present moment. 

A faseinating power adheres to sound in these aeeounts. Sound is 
enehanting, in part beeause it induees silenee, its very opposite, and beeause it 
embellishes speetaele. The woman deseribing her surprise at the meager size 
of the shofar was nevertheless amazed by the effeet of the sound among those 
gathered to observe Rosh Hashanah. The objeet that produeed the sound was 
infused with an aura by the dramatie effeet of the sound and its ritual timing. 
Sensation in eaeh instanee was enehanted—more powerful than it ordinarily 
is, eapable of produeing eonsiderable publie effeets, quieting people and 
gathering them into a single eompany, a unified soeial body. The assembled 
individuáis are moved to imagine a shared identity. The enehantment of 
media oeeurs as a synergism: diserete bodies eonfigured by sound yield an 
embodied sense of eommunity. 

The proeess ereating saered sound and silenee also produees saered objeets 
—^the shofar, the bread and wine, the liturgieal regaba of the Mass. More 
aeeurately, the result of the moment is a sense of something unique or 
powerful, impressive—saered. Sound produees things as web as silenee, and 
bodies respond with a sense of shared presenee. The eommunal effeet of 
sound is remarkable, as reeent studies of religious soundseapes have shown.^ 
We might say with Emile Durkheim that this eommunal effeet, the eonjuring 
of a sense of a single soeial body, is the saered. To partieipants, of eourse, the 
saered inheres in the sound or the objeet making it, or in the ritual event that 
generates the sound. Individuáis feel themselves in the presenee of a deity, a 
foree or personabty or eall that assembles the group. But this presenee ean 


also arise in solitary moments, when a person prays or mediates while alone 
and feels herself to enter the presence of a larger reality. Embodied by sound 
as well as other forms of sensation, the saered is an imagined eonneetion to a 
soeial whole as well as a ritualistie immersion in it. 

Certainly the saered deseribed in the aeeounts above is a soeial or publie 
event by nature of the ritual itself—the Jewish New Year eeremony, the 
Catholie Mass, the Passion week burial proeession eondueted in the streets. 
Eaeh is meant to artieulate a shared moment. The sound is heard by many at 
onee. But the oeeasion of saered sound also happens privately. For example, 
the ambient sounds (or silenee) that a lone visitor experienees at a rural 
labyrinth or a remóte shrine beeomes a powerful part of the saered eharaeter 
of the visit. But whether the experienee is publie or private, the loeation of the 
saered in things or speeial moments is the enehantment of a médium of 
sensation. To feel the saered is to be in the grip of enehantment. 

We might think of the relation of silenee to sounds in the way that many 
visual eulturalists have eome to regard the relation of ieonoelasm to imagery.^ 
Silenee is, or ean be, the aural equivalent of invisibility. Rather than studying 
the destruetion of images or the laek of sound as an isolated or single 
phenomenon, it is more helpful to regard eaeh in the larger eontext of their 
ereation and soeial operation. When we do, as in the ease in the last ehapter 
with Thomas Morris Chester, we see that people destroy images not simply 
beeause they hate or fear them, but beeause doing so allows them to install a 
different image that might open the way to an altemative way of seeing and 
an altemative soeial arrangement. Likewise, silenee is used by sound-makers 
to punetuate sound, to initiate a new sequenee of sound, or to highlight 
another médium sueh as spaee or objeets or movement. Sound eommonly 
operates in tándem with other forms of sensation sueh as sight, taetility, or 
smell. It is the partieular relation among the senses in a given situation that 
needs further semtiny. I would like to argüe that the enehantment of a médium 
often relies on subordinating one médium of sensation to another. Thus, sound 
and hearing are enhaneed by suppressing images and the sense of sight. 
Altematively, silenee or the suppression of sound ean augment the impaet of 
an image, aetion, or spaee. Sorting out the interrelations of sensations and 
media may reveal a eomplex interaetion that is not really suppression as mueh 
as it is eareful manipulation. Aeeordingly, in order to understand more about 
the embodied nature of religión, we need more subtle eoneeptual tools for 
analyzing the intrieate interdependeneies of the senses and the media that 
shape, deploy, and extend them. The eoneept I would like to examine for this 
purpose is sublation. 

Anxiety about the body as unmly and suseeptible to irrational and 


corrupted influences that elude the eurbing effeets of eonseienee and reason 
are at least as oíd as Soerates and move through most religions of the modem 
World. Protestantism has often registered fears about the power of media as 
appealing to the passions or instinets even as it has exploited media in 
teaehing, evangelism, and various soeial eommunieation eampaigns. I would 
like to foeus my attention on the way in whieh Protestants have relied on an 
aesthetie of mediation. This may seem eounterintuitive at first beeause many 
art historians and theologians are apt to regard Protestant imagery as kitseh, as 
aesthetieally impoverished. Yet Protestantism has developed an aesthetie that 
operates on its own terms by sublating spaee, bodies, and visual imagery. The 
Hegelian term Aufhebung (sublation) desiguales a dialeetieal proeess of 
eliminating or negating something, but the negation results in a synthesis. 
And that is how Webster’s Ninth Collegiate Dictionary defines the verb to 
subíate: “to negate but preserve as a partial element in synthesis.”"^ Sublation, 
in other words, signifies a single proeess of eaneeling and preserving. I 
believe that the proeess is at work among Protestants when eonseiousness of 
spaee, embodiment, and imagery are pushed to the baekground as apparently 
passive, self-alienating media in whieh a preeminent eontent is enthroned or 
hosted. The body, or key aspeets of it, is rendered an “absent presenee.”^ But 
only apparently absent, or absent in the sense of having been sublated. 

Consider this example (fig. 35) of what may be referred to as an imagetext, 
that is, neither essentially image ñor text, but a synthesis of the two.^ If some 
Protestants are anxious about images, this artifaet visualizes text and 
textualizes imagery in order to produee a hybrid form. The text, a nineteenth- 
eentury devotional meditation from German-speaking Pennsylvania, is made 
to visualizo a “Spiritual Maze.” The meandering text takes the reader through 
a labyrinth as a sheep in seareh of its shepherd. The wandering reader 
beeomes a mieroeosmie versión of the Christian’s joumey through life. The 
text ends with the word Amen in the eenter of the top fine, and begins at the 
upper right. The garden eireles around “four springs of graee,” whieh appear 
within the interior, and are assoeiated with the four streams of paradise, the 
diffieulties of life, the symmetry of beginning and ending, and the eorruption 
of the fall into sin. The introduetory text eontinues, with a tortuous grammar 
that eehoes the eontortions of the maze: “like a lost sheep man wanders about 
until God stretehes forth His arm of graee over him, and through His Holy 
Spirit eonvinees him from His divine law as from a spiritual mirror, opens his 
eyes that he may see and reeognize his deepest misery, with the desire to be 
redeemed from it.”^ Although Protestants appear to eliminate or remove the 
materiality of image, spaee, or body, in faet, these remain as the eondition for 
apprehending or foeusing on something else, namely the sound and message 
of words, whieh in this ease are read aloud. The language of the wandering 


text is rendered in rhymes, so reading aloud rewards the ear. 



FIGURE 35. “Geistlicher Irrgarten” [The Spiritual Maze], ca. 1840, 41 x 31 cm, printed by E. Benner, 
Sumnytaun, PA. The Roughwood Collection, Library Company of Philadelphia. 

The physicality of the aet of reading the Spiritual Maze is aeeentuated by 
the manner in whieh the reader must tum the sheet of paper around in order to 
read the text, whieh was printed running aeross, up, down, and upside down. 
One reads the text, but aetively uses one’s body to do so. The text takes on the 
quality of an objeet as well as an image. By subordinating image to text, the 
Spiritual Maze uses form or shape to aeeentuate the iconicity of the text. By 
this I mean that reading the text performs what it says. The body of the reader 
does what the text reeounts, the meaning or message of the text. Form and 
eontent mirror one another. Other examples of this are not diffieult to think of 
—^take, for example, the red-letter Bible, in whieh the words of Jesús are 
printed in red. This typography sets them off as speeial sueh that one reads 








and pronounces them with gravitas, with a solemnity that enhances their 
capacity to signify. In this instance of sublation, the visuality of the printed 
words serves to augment the semantie operation of the text. The pious reader 
is not eonseious of the red type as image, but of the text’s sonie performanee 
as Jesús’s own words. In this ease and the Spiritual Maze, we see the power of 
an enehanted médium at work: the aural presenee of Jesús in his words and 
the eye’s meandering eonsumption of the Spiritual Maze bring both texts to 
life, imbuing them with a presenee that relies for its effieaey on the sublation 
of visión. 

The somatie aspeet of reading and listening eneourages us to eonsider the 
relationship between sublation and mediation. Hegel used the verb aufheben 
in a way that eontrasted mediate to immediate, as abstraet to eonerete, in 
whieh the dialeetieal movement toward synthesis worked through the 
alienation of something from itself, that is, from thesis to antithesis. But 
mediation, as the term is eurrently used by seholars of media and religión, 
means something thoroughly eonerete: the way in whieh media are integral 
aspeets of religious praetiee. Mediation designates a form of religious praetiee 
that does not simply instrumentalize media artifaets, but materializes belief as 
a praetiee. Media are how believers eaneel the distanee between themselves 
and the world. This bears direetly on the way in whieh media are enehanted. 
It involves a kind of alehemy or transmutation of one thing into another. 
Mediation is an embodied proeess that might be understood to be as eorporeal 
in its own way as eating. Mediation as eonsumption means that what one 
eonsumes beeomes part of oneself. This is literally modeled on eating and 
sublation is a fundamental aspeet of it. One organism ends the life of another 
organism by eating it, yet something of the other beeomes present in and 
identieal with the eonsumer. In a logie as oíd as the praetiee of ritual 
eannibalism, the eonsumed is preserved in a synthesis of eonsumer and 
eonsumed. This paradigm of sublation signáis the fundamental role of 
embodiment in mediation. It also suggests how organieally related religión is 
to mediation.^ 

What does this mean for the study of sensation in religious praetiee? 
Hearing operates in produetive tensión with seeing and the body. One way of 
thinking about this is in terms of a soeiety’s sensory hierarehy, in whieh 
seeing may be ranked lower than hearing, or viee versa. But often the senses, 
usually represented by partieular media—images, texts, preaehers, audienees, 
spaees, musieal instruments—are not aetually inimieal toward one another, 
but struetured in a way by virtue of sublation, a kind of ideologieal 
integration, sueh that they opérate in tándem to enable one another, doing so 
in aeeord with an ideology that prefers either sound or sight or toueh. Thus, 
seeing might be suppressed to enhanee hearing, or the body might be quieted 


in order to augment attention, whether visual or aural or olfactory. The 
differences are as mueh ideologieal as they are motivaled by aetual effeets. It 
is importan!, in other words, for many Protestants to stress how mueh better 
the spoken word is than the image in eonveying seriptural truth—not beeause 
pietures fail to transmit Information, but beeause they are assoeiated by 
seripture with idolatry and perhaps beeause many Protestants eontend that the 
Bible is the word of God reeorded by authors who were inspired by God to 
write what they did. And the Hebrew God, after all, ereated the universe by 
speaking it into existenee. Words, therefore, are eloser to the primeval aet of 
divine authority than images. And images were the eultural means of aneient 
IsraeTs many lapses into polytheism. It was the first and seeond 
eommandment that ealled monotheistie Israel into existenee and whieh served 
eountless prophets as the basis for an ongoing eritique of an imperiled identity 
for the struggling nation. 

MODES OF SUBLATION: SPACE, SOUND, BODY 

The sublated médium is not destroyed, but made to retum as a sounding board 
or matrix. As another example, eonsider this eover illustration from a traet 
against images by the Wittenberg reformer, Andreas von Karlstadt (fíg. 36). 
The image portrays the Wholesale destruetion of pietures, but it does so by 
pitting one image against another: Karlstadt “himself’ stands in the 
foreground gesturing to the melee behind him, performing as a visual sermón 
on the subjeet of his written diseourse. Images must be removed, yet it is an 
image that preaehes the sermón against images. Imagery is both eaneeled and 
preserved, made to witness against itself as part of a synthesis in whieh the 
portrait of Karlstadt beeomes an effigy that eountenanees the destruetion of 
other portrait images (of saints). 



FIGURE 36. Artist unknown, Andreas Bodenstein von Karlstadt, cover of tract, Von der Abtuhung der 
Bilder, ca. 1600, engraving. Photo: author. 

In Protestant visual and material culture, images often serve to underscore 
the iconicity of texts; bodies are disciplined to attune the ears to the prevailing 
soundscape and to predispose feelings to arise as if sepárate from the body; 
and spaces host sound and allow light to lift the eyes from objects and to 
illuminate the spaces and plain walls that reverberate with sound. The 
sublated médium performs unobtrusively—all the better to tum words into 
puré content, delivered in an unadulterated, immaterial form. Consider the 
picture of Karlstadt once again: how long would you look at it before 
realizing that Karlstadt too is an image? He and the scene behind him are each 
framed by an arched format, but where the space recedes on the right into the 
scene of iconoclasm, the person of Karlstadt is silhouetted against a plain, flat 
ground. The effect compels us to assign him as speaker/writer to a superior 
register, a higher grade of reality that confirms his veracity as judge over mere 
images. Their negation allows him to slip by the censors of consciousness and 
perform as Karlstadt himself en parlant. We say to ourselves: “There is 
Karlstadt telling us that pictures must be removed from churches.” Why is he 


different ontologically than what happens behind him? The scene behind him 
is the object of his ostensive gestare (note his hand), whieh is the índex of his 
speeeh. His talking touehes our ears by instmmentalizing the image behind 
him. We see him speaking and therefore listen by fixing on what he is saying, 
ignoring his image in order to hear what he has to say about the other 
images.^ 

Further examples of this proeess taken from the history of Protestant 
material eulture will elarify what I have in mind. In every ease, it will beeome 
apparent that sublation is a means of rendering images, arehiteeture, or bodies 
transparent in order to foreground eontent artieulated in words and sounds. 

Crities of Protestantism eommonly regard its historieal episodes of 
ieonoelasm as evidenee of an instinetive hostility to aesthetie experienee in art 
and arehiteeture. Yet some seholars have eontended that implieit in the 
removal and destruetion of objeets and the praetiee of whitewashing is a 
larger ideologieal operation, one that Protestant ieonoelasts spoke of as the 
removal of elutter, filth, or refiise in order to restore the ehureh to a pristine 
State. This was something that reformers John Calvin and Ulrieh Zwingli, 
for example, eamestly believed to be the task of reformation: to remove the 
eorruption of eenturies in order to retum the ehureh to its apostolie purity. 
Clean walls provided undistraeted spaees for imagining the purified State of 
the Cospel, serving as sounding boards for reverberating the Word of God in 
sermons. But more than merely Instruments for sound, the barren walls also 
limn spaees for the luminosity of divine truth to bathe the eommunity of the 
faithful. Protestant eonseiousness of the aesthetie is registered in historieal 
diseourse that beeame topoi, if falling shy of offieial nomenelature: 
“beautifully white,” “blankness,” and “Calvinist interior.”^^ As historian 
Vietoria George notes very sensitively in her study of Protestant ieonoelasm 
during the sixteenth eentury, eommittees direeting the whitewashing and 
purging of ehurehes spoke of “making good” the walls, an expression that 
reeommends we train our ears to diseem a moral resonanee to the look of 
whitewashed worship spaees. Puré walls were a eompelling metaphor for the 
notion of starting over enabled by removing what Zwingli seomfully 
dismissed as the Catholie “rubbish-heap of eeremonials.” Ieonoelasm was 
part of a larger strategy of renewal. There is also textual evidenee that 
whitewashing was understood as a ritual eomparable to blotting out sin, 
“painting ouf’ traees of “eorruption.” 

This suggests that by removing images Zwingli advoeated a position that 
resulted in the ereation of a new aesthetie.The ehureh interior was to 
fimetion as a yoke or matrix in whieh the worshiper was direeted to reeognize 
the graee of God as the singular means of redemption. That means. 


paradoxically, that there was something humans could do to prepare 
themselves for redemption: they eould remove anything that promoted sin. 
The arehiteetural result was a spaee that appeared blank in one respeet, but 
eould at the same time be regarded as eonsonant with the spiritual or invisible 
beauty of God. If, as Vietoria George has argued, Zwingli believed that eolor 
introdueed a eoneession to the sensuous, material aspeet of human existenee, 
namely, vanity and preoeeupation with dissemblanee or deeeption, that meant 
that whitewashed ehureh interiors beeame the launeh pad for redireeting the 
gaze to the spiritual beauty of the invisible. God, aeeording to Zwingli, was 
spirit and best approaehed by the worshipful ereature in like form, that is, in 
mind, or “purity of mind.” Corporeality in worship substituted for spirit/mind 
the ereated substanee of bodies, whieh eonfused God with ereatureliness, and 
thereby beeame idolatrous. Luminous, white interiors offered the most 
immaterial settings for transeending materiality in worship. 

What these spaees moved toward visually is elear in the paintings of Pieter 
Saenredam, whieh eapture the Reformed transfiguration of former Catholie 
ehurehes, a purged and elarified spaee in whieh we see a preaeher orating in 
the pulpit on the right, or the faseinating panel in an altar pieee by Lukas 
Cranaeh the Eider, showing Luther preaehing in a ehureh that has been purged 
(fig. 37), yet only in order to host the visual evoeation of his preaehing: the 
erueifixion planted between the speaker and his listeners. The spaee has been 
emptied, materiality negated, but only to make plaee for an image that 
mediatos speaker and listeners. The seene is odd, almost surreal. The image of 
Jesús is not a seulpture, but Jesús himself nailed to a eross that is easting a 
shadow aeross the austero floor as the eompany of people gaze quietly upon 
him. While the Catholie dogma of transubstantiation held that eaeh 
eelebration of the Mass erueified Jesús onee again for the forgiveness of sins, 
Luther eontended that preaehing was the new médium for ‘beholding’ the 
event and reeeiving its metaphysieal benefits. With his hand on the Bible and 
his fínger pointing resolutely to the Crueified, Luther is shown uttering the 
Gospel, performing the Paulino seripture that “faith eomes from what is 
heard, and what is heard eomes by the preaehing of Christ” (Romans 10:17). 
Seen in this way, the image is a kind of pietographie demonstration of a 
Lutheran theory of eommunieation that illustrates the integration of printed 
text, speeeh, and visión. The fluttering Gothie drapery about Jesús’s waist 
seems to eapture the breath of Luther’s utteranee, whieh is simultaneously the 
presenee of the Holy Spirit in the spoken words of faith. We see what they 
hear. The obdurate reality of the eross implies that seeing and hearing opérate 
in tándem. And reeall Luther’s retort to the Protestant ieonoelasts—^that he 
eould not think of the passion of Jesús without seeing the images of it in his 
heart. The elaim suggests that for Luther mental imagery and words enjoyed 


an integral relation, that one was the médium of the other.^^ Cranaeh’s 
treatment of the barren interior serves to host this parity of print, speeeh, and 
image. But the image was not an ieon. It was a visual form of utteranee and 
text, a kind of affeetive Information. 



FIGURE 37. Lukas Cranach the Eider, Martin Luther preaches before the Crucifix, 1540. Stadtkirche, 
Wittenberg, Germany. Bildarchiv Preussischer Kulturbesitz / Art Resource, NY. 


We fínd the same legaey in Protestant ehureh design and deeoration in 
following eenturies. British and Ameriean Protestants are well known for 
their minimalist interiors. These spaees eneourage worshipers to foeus on the 
speaker or minimal déeor sueh as a plain eross as they pray or sing or listen to 
the sermón. Auditors appear to be quite passive, as images of eontemporary 
Protestant worship may suggest (see fig. 40 below). But appearanees are 
deeeiving. The bare interiors allow listeners to park their bodies and heighten 
hearing, to make ears of the entire body, as it were. Hardly disembodied, their 
bodies are manipulated and diseiplined in order to enhanee and foeus 
audition. Sound washes over the body and arrests it, punetuates it with 
solemnity and the rhetorieal strueture of the homily. Silenee and stillness 
deepen the reeeptaele of sound, making the assembled bodies part of a 
resonanee ehamber. As Cranaeh’s painting of a group listening to Luther’s 
sermón suggests (see fig. 37), the silenee and stillness of the listeners form a 
matrix in whieh the spoken word takes shape. Protestants believe that the 
body is the temple of the Holy Spirit and the heart its seat. So they gather in 
elean, well-lit, and sound-swept interiors that replieate the metaphor of their 
individual and eolleetive bodies. In this way their bodies are no less part of 
the médium of hearing God’s word than the preaeher’s voiee. 

This engagement of body and spaee is espeeially evident in a striking 
photograph by Paul Kwileeki, whieh shows a group of Afriean Amerieans 
eneireled in prayer early one Sunday moming at St. Mary’s Missionary 
Baptist Chureh in Baeonton, Georgia (fig. 38). They have gathered for a 
serviee of eonseerating themselves, and have joined hands in a barren, white 





room. Kwilecki has captured a moment of their prayer in the austere 
enclosure whose stark walls are relieved by only a single small window. 
Wearing their Sunday best, they beeome a single body that eonstitutes the 
human arehiteeture of worship in a minimalist spaee, whieh aeeommodates 
the quiet and solemnity of the oeeasion. Far from being a dismissal of 
arehiteetural form or the human body, this style of arehiteeture eneourages an 
aeoustie form of embodiment in worship. The body beeomes a way of 
hearing. Looking at Kwileeki’s photograph, one imagines that the unadomed 
walls served very well to reverberate the sound of the prayer and that they 
weleomed the intimaey of the gathering, during whieh the leadership of the 
ehureh assembled to eonseerate themselves to dealing with the ehallenge of 
dwindling ehureh membership.^^ 

Whether standing in prayer or sitting during a sermón, the body is put to 
rest in order to augment hearing and make it a soul-reeeptaele like the ehureh 
interior. This pushes the body below the threshold of eonseiousness, but by no 
means eliminates it or makes it irrelevant. Studies in the eognitive seienees 
have shown that “body posture ean affeet attention and eertain kinds of 
judgment,” or, more generally, that “bodily movement and the motor system 
influenee eognitive performanee.”^^ People sit attentively when they wish to 
eonduet a detailed hearing of a sermón or leeture. That is, they lean forward 
or sit upright; their eyes are widened in a stare or narrowed in foeus, training 
visión on the speaker. By not seeing other things, they enhanee their eapaeity 
to listen. In other words, visión is sublated and hearing intensifies. The 
proeess of sublation enables a key distinetion between media: one médium 
beeomes instrumental while the other beeomes identieal with its eontent, and 
therefore operates as if it makes the transeendent immanent. The instrumental 
media of the body, image, and wall fade from eonseiousness in order to 
refoeus attention on the message of the spoken word. The two media are 
staeked, one on top of the other, allowing the instrumental to host the 
“purely” meaningfiil. As long as the host or instrumental médium remains 
uneonseious, the hosted médium of sound remains spiritual or identieal with 
eontent, the ghost housed in the maehine of a material médium, whieh 
operates by effaeing itself. 





FIGURE 38. Paul Kwilecki, “Consecration Service prior to Sunday moming Service,” St. Mary’s 
Missionary Baptist Church in Baconton, Georgia, 1984, print 11-284-33. Courtesy of the Kwilecki 
Family and the Rare Book, Manuscript, and Special Collections Library, Duke University. 

This is achieved by a careful balancing act. Consider, for example, the case 
of the Masowe weChishanu Church, a Protestant group in Zimbabwe that has 
been studied by anthropologist Matthew Engelke.^^ The group is notorious 
for its rejection of material forms. They do not worship in buildings, but 
gather in small groves, along a river or by the side of the road in order not to 
become attached to church buildings and their appointments.^^ They are so 
anxious about material objects that they even reftise to use Bibles, arguing 
that the Holy Spirit speaks directly to them through the prophets among 
them.^® Yet Engelke notes that the group makes ritual use of pebbles in prayer 
and healing. These are common pebbles found on the ground and given by 
prophets to those seeking assistance. The practices of use vary, from carrying 
the stone with one to dropping it in water that is then drunk. Engelke observes 
that the “paradox of the pebble is its being special-because-it-is-not 
[special].The plain object disclaims any valué, yet it is understood to carry 
the blessing of healing. In the logic of sublation, by cancelling intrinsic valué, 
the pebble is able to convey spiritual power immediately, effecting what the 
weChishanu Christians prize most: a “live and direcf ’ relationship with God. 
But it does so as a material object and a component of the healing. 

Although it is often said that Protestants have no use for images, elabórate 
spaces, or material forms of expression and worship, the evidence presented 



here argües the opposite. Materiality is something they rely on by means of 
the indirect or paradoxical technique of sublation. It is how they use images 
that distinguishes Protestants: they deploy them to endorse the reliability and 
authority of texts or voiees. Images as well as arehiteeture funetion to 
underseore the ieonieity of words, whieh Protestants elevate above materiality 
as they do souls above bodies. In order to understand Protestant experienee of 
media, we need to develop an aesthetie analysis. This will allow seholars to 
regard aestheties not simply as the seienee of the beautiful, but as the felt-life 
of Protestant media praetiees. Doing so will show us how important the body 
is for Protestants and how powerful mediation is as a form of sensation or as 
the material praetiee of belief. At the heart of Protestant aestheties is a dualist 
eonstruetion of puré eontent, the dominión of words and ideas, over against 
image and spaee as the material domain of the body. In the dialeetieal logie of 
sublation, word and image are more than simply loeked in opposition. They 
are arrayed in order to allow a eharaeteristie experienee of eontent as puré, 
unadulterated by human flesh and imagination. 

RECOVERING THE PROTESTANT BODY: LISTENING WITH FOLDED ARMS 

How does the body engage in listening? Protestantism is sometimos regarded 
as gnostically anti-body.^^ But a growing body of seholarship is produetively 
exploring the bodies, images, objeets, dress, food, healing, and sexuality of 
modem Protestants.^^ And there is no shortage of examples of robust body 
praetiees among diverse Protestants to testify to the often overlooked somatie 
eultures of Evangeliealism, sueh as the eestatie preaehing and responso of 
evangelieal revival meetings, the aetive engagement of Afriean Amerieans in 
worship, or Penteeostal and Charismatie as well as Evangelieal praise worship 
styles. For example, a photograph by Paul Kwileeki of an Afriean-Ameriean 
eongregation in Georgia in 1983 (fíg. 39) shows a eirele of women singing 
and holding hands. In the midst of the small gathering danees another woman, 
gripped in eestasy. The event eomes near the end of a foot-washing serviee. 
The aet of washing the feet of others is itself an explieit body praetiee. And 
the eestatie danee is another. Note how the eirele of women forms an 
arehiteeture of bodies within the small ehureh interior. Gender seems to play a 
role in the event as we seo men outside of the eirele. And small girls sit 
watehing in the pews as the older women eonduet the ritual. In addition to 
these worship styles, the generalization of Protestant antimateriality diseounts 
the ritual solemnity and liturgieal formalism—during whieh the body moves 
in earefully preseribed gestures and eeremonial dress—at work in Lutheran 
and Angliean forms of worship. And the elaim ignores the key role that 
singing and musieal performanee play in many versions of Protestantism. 


But beyond these instances, we also find that the body assumes an even 
more subtle, but nonetheless active role in shaping worship by enabling 
listening. We may speak of listening styles. For those listening to extended 
discourses such as lectures or sermons, the body is held in subdued postures 
that act to park it, to keep it still, to subdue communication other than the 
signaling of attentiveness and respect. This becomes evident in another 
photograph by Kwilecki, which shows a group of Georgia Baptists listening 
to a revival sermón (fig. 40). Movement would be distracting to the speaker as 
well as to the listener and other listeners. Broad gestures like outstretched 
arms or arms held behind the head or feet placed wide or propped against a 
chair or pew in front of the sitter would signal excessive relaxation and 
informality. Note that heads are generally held level, facing the speaker 
directly, and the eyes trained on the speaker. In academic lecture halls as well 
as church naves, listeners usually keep their arms in contact with their bodies 
and the legs enfolded. There is an axis of attention that is largely observed in 
order to keep the listener attentive, awake, and unobtrusive. The body 
performs attention, not amusement or pleasure. In doing so, the listener’s 
body does not draw attention to itself, but pays attention to the speaker. By 
focusing corporeally on the act of listening, the body enhances the listener’s 
ability to hear. 



FIGURE 39. Paul Kwilecki, “Nearing the end of the foot-washing Service,” 1983, print 69-1183-16a. 
Courtesy of the Kwilecki Family and the Rare Book, Manuscript, and Special Collections Library, Duke 
University. 


Although gesture and posture are culturally determined practices whose 





signs are not universal, the study of the eorporeal literaey of a group does well 
to speak of somatics as well as semiotics, that is, to reeognize that the body 
exerts a logie of its own and does so at a nonverbal level. Whereas semioties 
is the study of signs, somaties might be defined as the study of embodiment. 
Mareel Mauss was eertainly eorreet in his seminal study of embodiment to 
assume that teehniques of the body are leamed, whieh means they are not 
natural, but eulturally endowed.^'^ That means that gestures, postures, 
expressions, and movements are signs, but I want to argüe that they are signs 
embedded in a médium experieneed as eontinuous with the physieal world. 
Some images are eonstrued in this way too, but they are foeal points, whereas 
the body is a self-effaeing médium that enables us to foeus on objeets, to 
attend to them with a heightened eonseiousness. The body hosts eognition, 
sites it, mediates it. What we might eall “medial signs,” eoming between the 
self and the other, opérate below the level of eonseiousness in tándem with 
other modes of sensation. So the flesh (skin, museles, sinews, bones) works in 
eoneert with the eyes or ears to enhanee the pereeption of an image or a 
sound. 



FIGURE 40. Paul Kwilecki, “Mt Pleasant Baptist Church,” revival gathering, Georgia, May 1977, print 
29-577-16. Courtesy of the Kwilecki Family and the Rare Book, Manuscript, and Special Collections 
Library, Duke University. 


To sit in ehureh is to sit with others, to eonform to the soeial body of the 
group. While there is nothing inherently saered about Protestant homiletie 
attention, sitting together is more than sharing eonventional signs of listening. 




It is listening as a single body. The listeners may not share the same thoughts 
—indeed, almost eertainly they are not, but they do share the soeial 
disposition of a eorporate embodiment. The experienee of eommunity, of 
belonging to the soeial body, does not rely on group-think, but on the 
sensuously, materially prometed imagination of unity. Identity is not just what 
happens in diseursive thought; it is also the result of an embodied aeeord. In 
the ease of Protestants listening to a sermón, the body has been taught or 
diseiplined to behave in a way that enhanees listening in order to attend to the 
information provided by the preaeher. But it also importantly eonveys 
solemnity, respeet, and submission to authority. And no less important, 
observing honored teehniques of the body in this instanee integrates the 
listener into the soeial body of listeners, the eongregation attending to the 
pastor’s sermón. Sitting in unisón is no less important for mainstream 
Protestants than praying or singing together. The assembled eongregation is 
eonsuming the Word of God together, as a single body, and this affirms its 
sense of what “ehureh” is: the body of Jesús, that is, all assembled in his 
ñame. 

Would things appear different in observing Catholie eongregants listening 
to the priest’s homily? Probably not. Where one will see notieeable 
differenees, however, are in varying ways that liturgieal Protestants, 
Evangelieals, Charismaties, and Catholies pray. Photographs of Catholies at 
Mass often show them kneeling, hands joined in a gesture of prayer, gazing 
fixedly into the middle distanee before them as they reeite in a mantra tone 
the words of the Rosary or the Ave Maria or Paternóster separately. Liturgieal 
Protestan! eorporate prayer in ehureh serviees eommonly bears a few telling 
differenees. Heads are held low and eyes shut. Protestants often stand to pray, 
and often listen to the pastor pray on their behalf. They eertainly pray together 
sueh forms as the Lord’s Prayer or the Apostles Creed, and when they do, 
they adopt the mantra tone of group prayer, beginning, pausing, and ending 
together. Many Evangelieal and all Penteeostal and Charismatie Protestan! 
groups pray quite differently, making use of outstretehed or upraised arms, 
inelining their heads upwards, swaying, holding hands, and elasping their 
eyes shut. Closing the eyes allows for greater eoneentration—on the eontent 
of the words or on their emotional impaet. Holding the eyes open in a fíxed 
middle distanee may assist the reeitation of formulae sueh as Catholie 
liturgieal prayers like the Ave Maria. 

Foeusing on the eontent of prayer is eharaeteristie of Protestants who tend 
to think of the effieaey of prayer not in repetitivo formulae, but in terms of 
passionate refleetion on the words. This differenee has everything to do with 
the Protestan! understanding of the holy as mediated in words. Protestants 
regard the saered as information, as eontent-laden delivery of proper 



knowledge. God is in the information, the knowledge of salvation and divine 
intention for one’s life. The sermón takes on the primary role in worship, 
along with prayer. Hymn singing is key beeause it is shared reeognition of 
what is worthy and importan! for one’s life. In this light, how people sit to 
listen to a sermón direetly shapes the Protestan! experienee of the saered, 
whieh we must eharaeterize in terms of attention, submis sion, solemnity, and 
proper demeanor. The body is not irrelevant or dispensable, it is a vital par! of 
the médium of orality. The body is part of the soeial apparatus of attentive and 
soeially ediíying audition. This applies to religious and nonreligious settings, 
but in the ease of Protestantism where hearing is a privileged médium for the 
transmission of the saered-as-information, the somatie elements of hearing are 
part of the reeeption of the saered. 

The implieations for the Protestan! experienee of spaee are direetly related 
to this analysis of hearing. Protestan! worship regards distraetions as 
espeeially bothersome in worship beeause the reeeption and proeessing of 
information is primary. This explains why pews are organized in narrow rows 
along the building’s eentral axis, faeing the elevated platform of the pulpit, 
from whieh the pastor speaks. The seating is not mean! for speeial eomfort. 
The hard, perpendieular design, traditionally unupholstered, is intended to 
keep the body of the auditor ereet and attuned to the aet of listening. It also 
aeeounts for the often unadomed, plain white walls lining the nave and 
sanetuary. Sueh surfaees reverberate sound and do not tempt the eye with 
distraetion. Protestants do not use eeelesiastieal spaee for purposes other than 
listening and gathering to worship. The saered does not happen in things, but 
in Word, deed, and feeling. Protestan! spaees of worship are therefore most 
eommonly assoeiated with the produetion and reeeption of sound, whether 
musie, song, liturgieal ehant, or spoken words. 

Catholie ehurehes, by eontrast, house apses, side altars, reliquaries, 
shrines, eult statuary for the purpose of pilgrimage, devotional praetiee, 
intereessory prayer, and saeramental rites. Devotees arrive throughout the day 
at many Catholie ehurehes to pray before a saint’s image, light eandles, bum 
ineense, post messages to the saint, and then leave. Protestan! sanetuaries 
might remain unlit and empty through the eourse of the week following 
Sunday, or be used only for ehoir praetiee or eommittee meetings. They 
beeome saered sites of destination only on Sunday moming for publie 
worship. Evangelieal and Penteeostal ehurehes are even less dedieated to 
purpose. Often designed as shell spaees with open floors, they are eompletely 
flexible and wired for sound amplifíeation. Where Protestan! ehurehes are 
traditionally halls intended to aeeommodate the sound of organ or piano 
musie for voeal aeeompaniment, Evangelieal worship style prefers arenas, 
often with stages in the round. This ereates the possibility for eomfortable. 



open seating arrangements that organize listeners around a central stage, 
making listeners viewable by one another and allowing them enough spaee in 
the rows of seats to stand, move freely, raise arms and faees in the eommunal 
gaze of worship. In this visual field and the mode of worship it eneourages, 
the body is not meant to fade into hushed immobility as a support for 
listening, but to serve as a more aetive form of engaged listening and 
partieipation. Sophistieated eleetronie sound systems eompensate for loss of 
favorable aeoustie properties, allowing the eongregations both strong auditory 
and visual effeets. 

In eaeh ease, spaee, sound, visión, and embodiment are integrated to serve 
a partieular eoneeption of the saered and its aeeess. The médium of worship is 
not singular, but integral. The body of a worshipper needs to be trained 
differently in eaeh ease in order to partieipate fully in the respeetive spatial 
modality of worship. Mareel Mauss argued that in the most eommon body 
praetiees, sueh as walking, sitting, eating, or throwing, “we should see the 
teehniques and work of eolleetive and individual praetieal reason rather than, 
in the ordinary way, merely the soul and its repetitive faeulties.”^^ People 
behave the way they do beeause they have been taught to exeeute sueh 
behavior. They have aequired these teehniques as abilities that are taught 
within larger soeial units sueh as nations and elasses, and serve to 
differentiate them aeeording to “soeieties, edueations, proprieties and 
fashions, prestiges.”^^ Mauss believed these teehniques of the body operated 
as part of a faeulty of “praetieal reason” beeause “the art of using the human 
body” is leamed by imitation in order to ereate a meaningful world, one in 
whieh partieular habits enable ehildren to reeognize and be reeognized by 
those in authority, a world in whieh women and men are attraetive to one 
another, a world in whieh the deeent and indeeent, able and inept, elean and 
unelean are properly observed and therefore able to define those who belong 
to a soeiety and those who do not. Children or neweomers leam to be 
members of a soeiety by virtue of the edueation of their bodies. People eount, 
eut their meat, bathe, put on their elothing, sit, squat, gestieulate, wave, and 
laugh in ways peeuliar to the soeial bodies to whieh they belong—their tribe, 
eity, nation, raee, or religión. 

Mauss’s analysis is espeeially interesting when we think of the way people 
listen in ehureh. He stressed the importanee of edueation in the transmission 
of body habits. This is, of eourse, partieularly important in the ease of 
ehildren, who must be taught everything a soeiety eonsiders important about 
the use and eomportment of the body. The ehild, like the adult, “imitates 
aetions whieh have sueeeeded and whieh he has seen sueeessfully performed 
by people in whom he has eonfidenee and who have authority over him. The 
aetion is imposed from without, from above, even if it is an exelusively 


biological action, involving his body.”^^ This pertains to the training of 
Protestant children to listen to sermons, or at least to leam to sit as if they are 
doing so, or to sit without distraeting those around them during the long 
routine of worship serviees. For parents who have labored at the task, it is no 
small matter. Children eventually leam, more or less, to eomport themselves 
in the sober setting of formal worship. Mueh of what ehildren and ehureh 
members leam is bodily eomportment. A range of gestures, postures, and 
expressions are at work in the attentive listener, in whose body stillness, 
eomposure, and enelosure are widely praetieed teehniques of attention. The 
point is not only that sueh habits eommunieate attentiveness, they enaet it. 
The element of praetieal reason identified by Mauss suggests that praetieing 
sueh habits aetually generates a State of attention. Children are not taught 
merely to mimie the outward appearanee of their parents or teaehers, but to 
emulate the attitude eonveyed by postures and prized by the eommunity as 
appropriate for the prevailing respeetability that defines membership in the 
eommunity. 

When we onee again look at Paul Kwileeki’s photograph of Baptists at a 
revival meeting in Mount Pleasant, Georgia (see fig. 40) with these ideas in 
mind, the image offers a host of suggestions about understanding teehniques 
of the Protestant body. The rigid wooden pews, regularly spaeed and aligned, 
organize the sitters in uniform rows, an arrangement that eneourages the 
observation of a eommon repertoire of sitting. One ean see the repetition of 
the same postures from person to person. They sit upright, in the same angle, 
holding their heads still. There is a regime of attention eaeh is eareful not to 
upset. Their faees are impassive and their bodies maintained in an enelosure: 
the arms eonform to the shape of the tmnk or legs, joined in folded hands held 
motionless on the lap or at the knees. Shoulders are kept in parallel with the 
baek of the pew and the heads are quietly balaneed on the shoulders. Eaeh 
faee gazes without movement at the speaker. Only the mother with an infant 
and small ehild is eompelled to viólate this silent protoeol, though the boy has 
already leamed the ability to sit still at his parent’s side. 

Although we eateh only a glimpse of the smooth white wall enelosing the 
nave of this Southern Baptist ehureh, it is perhaps enough to remind us of the 
powerful integration of spaee, sound, and body whieh our diseussion has 
underseored as the primary elements in the mediation of the saered that 
defines different religious traditions. In the religious world that Kwileeki 
doeuments in this and other photographs (see also figs. 38 and 39), a plain 
style of arehiteeture and fumishing endorses a eorresponding body praetiee 
that enhanees listening as the prineipal médium of the saered. This way of 
thinking eneourages us to imagine embodiment as a eultural paradigm 
aehieved in the integration of teehniques of the body, spatial organization, and 


communicative practices like speaking and listening. The Protestant body in 
this instance is shaped by a habitus given to a concept of the sacred as 
information. Other forms of Protestantism practice a different mode of 
embodiment, one that is able to aeeommodate the saered as an emotional 
experienee, a movement of the Holy Spirit manifest in eaeh worshipper as a 
intense feeling that takes the shape of swaying, uttering sounds, singing, 
waving, or erying. Kwileeki’s photograph of blaek women eneireling one of 
their fellow members engaged in an eestatie danee eaptures this mode of 
worship. Like the white Southern Baptists, these Protestants praetiee their 
worship in a plainly deeorated interior, one that does not interfere with the 
human arehiteeture they ereet about the daneer. Indeed, the power of this form 
of worship eonsists in part in this altemative and improvisational body 
arehiteeture. For these Protestants, the body itself hosts the presenee of the 
divine. Rather than informational, the Charismatie mode of the saered is 
deeply affeetive. Eaeh form eonstitutes a distinet aesthetie sensibility, one 
invested in a sympathetie repertoire of body teehniques used to generate a 
soeial body, a felt-eommunity of religious experienee that relies on the 
praetieal reason of shared feelings keyed to teehniques of the body, as Mauss 
suggested. 

One way of studying the diserete aesthetie sensibilities at work in religious 
praetiee is to study eorporate worship in terms of the visual fields identified in 
ehapter three. The image of Luther preaehing by Cranaeh (see fig. 37) is 
helpful for exemplifying a eharaeteristieally Protestant visual engagement. 
The members of the eongregation sit quietly, looking at the floating image of 
the erueified Jesús as the image of what they hear Luther preaehing. Perhaps 
Luther’s hand rests on Paul’s letter to the Galatians, ehapter 3, where he 
wondered at the faltering faith of the ehurehes of Galatia “before whose eyes 
Jesús Christ was publiely portrayed as erueified” (Gal 3:1). Whatever the text, 
the enfolding of hearing and seeing eould not be more literally illustrated. 
Another Lutheran diagram, this one from the twentieth eentury, reiterates the 
idea in a eateehetieal manual (fíg. 41). Illustrating the Lutheran understanding 
of redemption, the image portrays God and a human being looking to the 
erueified Jesús. Lutheran dogma regards humanity as sinful and in enmity 
with God. The two see one another in negative terms: humans avoid the 
unilateral gaze of an angry and wrathful deity; God, for his part, would see a 
humanity fallen, unjustified, and worthy of damnation. Jesús intervenes as the 
satisfaetion of God’s demand for perfeetion and satisfies the human need for 
reeoneiliation with an angry deity. As the mediation of the two opposites, 
Jesús visually eonstitutes their relationship in what amounts to a two-sided 
instanee of the oeelusive gaze deseribed in ehapter 3. The diagram suggests 
that redemption for Lutheran theology, and perhaps for Protestant theology 


more generally, may be understood as a visual proeess of God not seeing sin, 
and humanity not seeing a vengeftil divinity. But the diagram also suggests 
that the rays of visión originate in God and are visibly transmuted as they pass 
through Jesús. When God’s visión reaehes humanity, it is after having been 
transformed by the saerifieial body of the erueified figure. The invisible 
“God” aequires an optieal eorporeality for the oeeasion of regarding 
humanity. But the diagram also suggests that God maintains his 
transeendenee, beeause the human being earmot see God himself, who is 
portrayed only as an abstraet signifier, the word God, the unseen and 
unilateral origin of visión. 



God secs Clirist and is satisfied; the sinner sees Clirist and is satisfied. 

FIGURE 41. Lutheran catechetical illustration, in Erwin Kurth, Catechetical Helps. New York: The 
Studio Press, 1944, 112. 

The human figure kneeling with folded hands before the Crueified Jesús 
wears his Sunday suit. The gesture and elothing suggest that he is engaged in 
an aet of formal worship, and this eomports with Lutheran liturgieal worship. 
It requires little effort to generalize from the image to the familial 
eharaeteristies of Protestant worship in general, in whieh hearing the Word 
eonstitutes the reeeption of the “good news” of redemption. Protestant 
worship, as we have notieed, eonsists of a flow or emanation of information, 
whieh the visual rays in the diagram approximate. The saered information 
arrives from the preaeher and, as Cranaeh’s painting shows, originates in the 
Word of God, the Bible, on whieh Luther’s hand rests (see fig. 37). This may 
imply that those attending to the preaeher’s words, in Cranaeh’s painting as 
well as in Kwileeki’s photograph of Baptists in Georgia (see fig. 40), are 
engaged in a eomplex array of gazes. A triangulation of speaker, listener, and 
image mediates the human relation to the divine. Likewise, the figure of Jesús 
in the eateehetieal diagram hides and averts human and divine visión. Jesús 



hides the human figure from God’s unilateral gaze, whieh would otherwise 
fall upon feeble humanity and demand justifieation that humans are unable to 
provide. Jesús prevenís human eyes from trying to see what they eannot and 
proteets humans from falling under the furious gaze of the deity. At the same 
time, Jesús proteets God’s transeendenee while eommitting it to an enduring 
relationship with humanity. Although it is obviously true that no preaeher 
appears in the diagram, the presenee of the spoken word as the souree of faith 
in Protestantism is there. And one ean find the eoineidenee of Jesús and 
preaeher in popular Protestan! visual eulture of the same period. Figure 42 is 
an example: Jesús stands before a leetem, Bible open, reading God’s word, 
ineamating it in the aet of doing so. The Word of God embodies him in a 
latter-day versión of Cranaeh’s pieture. To hear is to see. The proof of the 
authority of the word is plain to see. 



FIGURE 42. Warner Sallman, Jesús at leetem, 1954. Courtesy of Warner Press, Anderson, Indiana. 





What is it to hear redemption—in the sound of the blowing of a sheep’s 
hom or the words of a preacher? This brief reflection may indícate something 
of the complexity of the sensory relations that medíate the sacred. Important 
for the purpose of this chapter, the Lutheran catechetical diagram implies 
something of the nature of the transaction that listening entails. People hear 
and watch a sermón, and do so with all of their body, together with those 
seated or standing around them. The enchantment of sensation, the ability of 
listening to the speech of a preacher to become an encounter with the divine, 
takes place as the sublation of one form of sensation in order to enhance 
another. Image and body, in the case of listening to a Protestant sermón, are 
subordinated to the act of hearing in order that listeners might hold or see 
what is said, that is, might grasp or glimpse in what is said the content whose 
tmth transforms their being from condemned to redeemed. That one might 
hear this transfíguration, make it occur in the reception of information, 
suggests an enchantment of sound that body and eye help enable, even though 
they appear to be rendered impassive. In fact, that very impassivity serves as a 
condition for submitting the self to the tmth of what is heard. Hearing is the 
appropriate sensation for grasping or beholding the tmth because it entails a 
quieting of the self—a somatic submission—and because it preserves the 
active aspect of the generation of the message. Hearing comes to the properly 
receptive hearer from a source that is superior to the hearer. The rigorous 
stmcturing of the visual fíeld of the sermon’s audience, organized in rows of 
still bodies that signify solemnity and respect and that prepare the ear to 
attend by the practice of carefully leamed techniques of the body—all of 
these features combine to enchant hearing, making it capable of more than 
hearing. The people attend to their salvation: they hear the “good news” with 
folded arms and eamest faces, then go home to eat com and beef and mashed 
potatoes that taste better on Sunday aftemoons than on any other day. 



CHAPTER 8 


At the Cusp of Invisibility 

Visions, Dreams, and Images 


Apparitions and visions are phenomena in which people report seeing 
something. Sometimes they describe ocular experiences of things; other 
occasions suggest more subjective events comparable to dreams or mental 
occurrences that have no corresponding physical manifestation. But whether 
staged within or without the brain, people say they saw something. To what 
degree does the verb to see apply equally well to each experience? Do mental 
or visionary phenomena belong to visual culture? If so, how may they be 
studied by the scholar? To this line of questioning we may easily add other 
intemal forms of imaging such as dreams, fantasies, and memory. Recent 
Work among scholars of visual culture has begun to take up these diffícult 
questions.^ The view that I shall argüe in this chapter is that extemal and 
intemal images, as Hans Belting has nicely put it, “may be considered as two 
sides of the same coin.”^ Studying them in tándem is how scholars may 
proceed to treat intemal imagery as part of visual culture. My working 
assumption is that for people to report seeing something, there must be 
involved, sooner or later, an image or visual sensation that appeared to them 
or that took shape afterward and became the focus of their reflection and 
report. Extemal images are the médium for grasping and maintaining the 
intemal, which are even more ephemeral, unstable, and evolving than 
anything material. This holds for hoaxes, for mistakes, and for anything that 
believers genuinely believe to be tme: images that are fleeting, private, 
inscmtable, or contrived are all made available and credible by a process of 
visualization. 

We may begin with the challenge of modem Science: intemal images do 
not exist. Contemporary cognitive Sciences and brain imaging studies suggest 
there is no interior image in the sense of a picture or film exhibited in the 
brain. Descartes argued this long ago as a way of putting to rest the theory of 



consciousness that posited the epistemological equivalent of a homunculus 
resident within the soul. Where is the image, then, whieh eonstitutes the eoin 
of visual eulture? Image, W. J. T. Mitehell has suggested, means the 
immaterial motif that floats in thought like a Platonie essenee or idea, whereas 
picture is the thing you hang on a wall.^ We might say that the slippage of 
image, designating both extemal and intemal seeing, stipulates the problem 
and ehallenge we faee in eapturing the visuality of intemal images. Seeing is 
distributed aeross mental and material domains—hovering in memory and 
perehed on mantelpieees, emerging in narrativos and dirty Windows, in desire, 
and on spotty tortillas. Pietures, in Mitehell’s physieal sense, are the produet 
of the seareh for images, the morphing of pattems into reeognized motifs. 
Thinking, wanting, remembering, and feeling all take shape in hand with 
pereeptual and soeial experienee. People find the images and pietures they 
want, or deeide they want those they find. Visual eulture ineludes strange 
things like apparitions and visions beeause these phenomena belong to 
eulture, are themselves eonstmeted, at least inasmueh as rely on images and 
visual pattems to attain the effeet they do. This ehapter will pursue the 
eultural relationship between visibility and invisibility by examining the role 
of images in fixing the apparition, whieh hovers at the tenuous border 
between seen and unseen. 

ART AND INSPIRATION 

Throughout the Middle Ages, aeeounts of miraeulous images, visions, 
apparitions, and dreams eomprised a visual piety that bears eomparison to 
modem forms of visuality sueh as the miraeles and apparitions that are 
doeumented on the internet, televisión, and the eovers of tabloids.^ For 
example, in 1993, the televisión program “Miraeles and Other Wonders,” 
showed a story of how an inexpensive eopy of Warner Sallman’s 1940 
painting, The Head of Christ, miraeulously exuded oil and healed a boy with 
terminal eaneer. As the video shows, the image was ritually installed as an 
ieon in a Coptie ehureh in a suburb of Houston, where the boy lived.^ The 
eontinuity between the treatment of a modem, mass-produeed devotional 
image of Jesús and aneient ieon veneration is striking.^ To these kinds of 
Christian phenomena one may easily add UFO sightings, hauntings, 
premonitions and visions, wonders performed by angels, and fulfilled 
propheeies of Nostradamus, to glimpse only the tip of the supematural 
ieeberg of the modem world. 

The faet is that mueh of what used to be reported as happening many 
eenturies ago still oeeurs. On the whole, apparitions and visions have not 
diminished, ñor has the interest in hearing about them. Consider, for instanee. 


the importance of the Byzantine and pre-Christian idea of the divine origin of 
saered images, whieh is seen today espeeially in images of Mary and Jesús. 
As we saw in ehapter 4, the “tme image” in the form of the Veil of Veroniea 
remains a eompelling visual motif among Christians today.^ Related 
phenomena are not diffieult to enumérate among artists and promoters of 
saered art. What has ehanged, however, though perhaps not dramatieally, is 
the way of explaining the origin and operation of mental imagery.^ The idea 
of artistie inspiration adapted to religious revelation enables artists to 
transform oíd imagery into new, and forget the mundane visual souree. This 
allows devout artists and admirers of their work to explain artistie inspiration 
as a miraeulous or visionary operation, an aet of visual revelation whose 
médium is the ereative imagination. The divine enters the modem world 
through the individual psyehe, where it arouses the imaginative visión of the 
artist. As we will see, this subjeetive or psyehologieal manifestation is also 
eharaeteristie of the modem Marian apparitions.^ 

In 1797, the Romantie art enthusiast Heinrieh Waekenroder told the story 
that Raphael was able to paint sueh beautiful images of the Madonna beeause 
“the pieture had fallen into his soul like a heavenly beam of light.” 
Waekenroder’s persona was an art-loving monk who elaimed to have found 
the aeeount written in the hand of the Renaissanee arehiteet. Bramante, and 
squirreled away in a monastery. Aeeording to the narrative. Bramante related 
what his friend, Raphael, had told him. In the midst of painting a pieture of 
the Virgin, Raphael experieneed a powerful dream: 

Once, during the night, when he had prayed to the Virgin in a dream, as had often happened to him 
before, he had suddenly started out of his sleep, violently disturbed. In the dark night his eye was 
attracted by a bright light on the wall opposite his bed and, when he had looked closely, he had 
perceived that his pieture of the Madonna, still uncompleted, had been hung upon the wall, illuminated 
by the gentlest light, and had become a perfect and truly living image. The divinity in this pieture had so 
overpowered him that he had broken out into hot tears. It had looked at him with its eyes in an 
indescribably touching manner and, at each moment, had seemed as if it wanted to move; and it had 
seemed to him as if it also really were moving. . . . The next moming he had arisen as if newly bom; the 
visión had remained fírmly stamped in his mind and his senses for etemity. And, thereupon, he had 
succeeded in portraying the Mother of God each time just as she had appeared to his soul.^^ 

The importan! role of the heart in Waekenroder’s aeeount (he entitled his 
book Herzensergiessungen eines kunstliebenden Klosterbruders, or 
Outpourings from the Heart of an Art-loving Friar) served as a transitional 
subjeetivization of belief, inherited from the early modem era. Over the 
eourse of the eighteenth eentury the imagination eame to be regarded as a 
mental faeulty of ereative feeling that partieipated in thought, art, taste, and 
moral sentiment. As a result, the imagination eame to serve the artist as the 
interior where spirit and artistie invention intermingled. Given the importanee 
of the heart in Pietism as well as Baroque Catholie spirituality (think of the 
development of the devotion to the Saered Hearts of Jesús and Mary sinee the 


seventeenth century), it is not surprising that Wackenroder would identify 
heart, soul, and imagination as one in the same spiritual and Creative faculty, 
and fix on the dream as the passionately felt médium of artistic revelation.^^ 

To this fictional narrative, which clearly recalls medieval accounts of 
miraculously moving images of the Virgin, Jesús, and the saints, may be 
added two that are closer to the present day.^^ First is the explanation of 
Creative visión embraced by the French Catholic painter James Tissot, who 
devoted two trips to Palestine in order to collect and process his impressions 
of the Holy Land for the preparation of his monumental two-volume set, The 
Life of Our Saviour Jesús Christ, issued in France in 1896-97, in London in 
1897-98, and in New York in 1899.^^ In an article dedicated to the artist and 
his several hundred images for the project, the American writer Cleveland 
Moffett described Tissot’s method for readers of McClure ’s Magazine. The 
artist, he said, gathered rough sketches on site, walking about Jemsalem and 
the countryside, but did not work up finished pictures during his two visits 
there. He retumed to his studio in France for that purpose, where a mysterious 
kind of mental alchemy took place. 

But now a strange thing would happen, a rather uncanny thing, did we not know the many mysteries of 
the human brain. Scientists have called it “hyperaesthesia,” a super-sensitiveness of the nerves having to 
do with visión. And this is it—and it happened over and over again, until it became an ordinary 
occurrence—M. Tissot, being now in a certain State of mind, and having some conception of what he 
wished to paint, would bend over the white paper with its smudged surface, and, looking intently at the 
oval marked for the head of Jesús or some holy person, would see the whole picture there before him, 
the colors, the garments, the faces, everything that he needed and had already half conceived. Then, 
closing his eyes in delight, he would murmur to himself: “How beautiful! How wonderful! Oh, that I 
may keep it! Oh, that I may not forget it!” Finally, putting forth his strongest effort to retain the visión, 
he would take brush and color and set it all down from memory as well as he could. 

According to Moffett, the “high degree of sensitiveness” possessed by many 
artists “gives them, literally, the power of beholding visions.”^'^ The vivid 
capturing of essential materials was understood as a selective process of 
memory that some contemporary French artists practiced as a way of sifting 
important from inessential aspects of their subjects.^^ Memory was part of the 
Creative process, which it certainly was for the development of modem 
apparition imagery, which, as we shall see, remembered the visual features of 
the contemporary appearances of the Virgin as more or less consistent with 
the iconographical tradition of her Assumption and Immaculate Conception 
(fig. 43). 

A final instance of the visionary faculty of a pious artist of the modem 
World repeats the adaptation of the visionary origin of sacred images. As with 
the previous two examples, this one displays the modem motif of regarding 
the artist as the vehicle of miraculous images. If medieval Western and 
Byzantine traditions could discover icons and holy pictures in trees, fallen 


from heaven, painted or completed by angels, or received as self-transporting 
images that traveled through the air or over the sea in seareh of a new shrine, 
modem artists loeate the miraele in their imaginations, the site of divine 
inspiration, whieh their drawings and paintings then serve to doeument.^^ As 
he told the story in the 1940s, Warner Sallman, a pious illustrator for the 
YMCA, the Salvation Army, and his own ehureh body, the Swedish 
Evangelieal Covenant, was faeed with a publieation deadline. One night in 
January 1924, unable to produee an illustration for a eommereial assignment, 
he went to bed in frustration. “The eloek was nearing two when suddenly and 
vividly there appeared to his mind’s eye a pieture. How elear it was! Impelled 
by this revelation he hastened out of bed, sat down at his board, and made a 
three-ineh thumbnail sketeh of what he had envisaged.” Convineed that “this 
revelation was from God, he fell into a deep and peaeeful sleep.”^^ The next 
moming Sallman produeed a larger and more finished versión of the image. 
Years later he eoneeded that he had aetually seen the reproduetion of a 
painting of Christ by the Freneh artist, Léon Lhermitte about a year earlier 
(fig. 44; ef. fig. 42).^^ It is helpful to remember that, for his part, Raphael 
owed no little debt to his teaeher, Perugino, as the striking similarity of their 
Madonnas reealls. I point this out not to debunk the visions attributed to eaeh 
image-maker, but to suggest the fundamental role that images eontinue to play 
in visions in the modem period. It seems that visions tend to oeeur when there 
is a signifieant visual density that bestows upon pietures a reeognizability 
sueh that viewers experienee a strange familiarity when they see them. That 
pietures of Mary or Jesús (or Elvis for that matter) look right, as if they fit 
templates, suggests that they feel authentie, filling the expeetations that 
devout viewers bring to them.^^ 



FIGURE 43. Bartolomé Esteban Murillo, The Immaculate Conception (Soult), 1678, oil on canvas, 274 
X 190 cm. Museo del Prado, Madrid, Spain. Erich Lessing / Art Resource, NY. 









FIGURE 44. Léon Lhermitte, The Friend of the Humble, 1892, oil on canvas, 61 'á x 87 % inches. Gift 
of J. Randolph Coolidge, courtesy of Museum of Fine Arts, Boston. 


These examples highlight the way in which images help make visions and 
apparitions work. The narratives assert that the image resulted from a mental 
visión of some sort, amounting to a material transposition from the interior of 
the mind, a eopy of its eerebral or empyrean original. In faet, eopies may be 
said to antedate their putative origináis beeause the two partieipate in a 
mutually eonstitutive or dialeetieal proeess. This is not to pursue a modem, 
seeular dismantling of spiritual visions, but to deseribe the visual eonstruetion 
of the saered as a proeess that ineorporates the history of images into the 
fixing of the apparition. 

Not only are image-makers still produeing miraeulous images of a sort, 
popular religious praetiee affords dozens of examples of apparitions of angels, 
Jesús, and Mary that give the visual eulturalist a weleome opportunity to 
understand more about the relationship between mental revelations and 
devotional imagery. As an example of how visibility takes shape within a 
religious eulture, we may eonsider examples of the modem apparitions of Our 
Lady (fígs. 45 and 46). It is surely noteworthy that in imagery that eventually 
issued from different forms of devotion to her, Mary appears as a small, doll- 
like figure, ehastely dressed, hovering daintily in the air or perehed on bushes 
or amidst fiowers. She wears white drapery, gestures tenderly, and speaks 
only to one ehild or at most a few ehildren. Why does she appear this way? 
Why does the Virgin look the way she does? What are the visual meehanies of 



apparitions? 



FIGURE 45. José Thedim, International Pilgrim Statue of Our Lady of Fatima, 1947, polychrome 
mahogany, ca. 40 inches high. Photo: author. 


We should begin by noting the historicity of Mary’s visual form. The 
pattems of her appearance over the eenturies in two streams of images are 
striking. In a long line of images of the Assumption and the Immaeulate 
Coneeption by artists sueh as Velazquez, Zurburán, and Murillo (see fig. 43) 
we find a elear ieonographieal tradition taking shape; and in images of the 
more reeent apparitions (see figs. 45, 14, and 46) a elearly indebted way of 
visualizing Our Lady. The overarehing pattem is pervasive and striking. 
There is a familiar look to her, however mueh it has evolved and ehanged 
sinee the early modem era. She is almost never shown seated, but rather 
standing, even floating ereet before the ehildren and viewers of the image.^^ 
Her hands are typieally joined in some manner. Her faee appears full and 





radiant, either gazing downward at the children or the earth of humankind 
below, or she looks heavenward. In any case, her gaze signáis her role as 
mediator. She is dressed in a full-length gown and an outer mantle. She bears 
a halo of stars or light. The visual formulae establishing her appearanee are 
unmistakable in spite of the many variations over time. 



FIGURE 46. Our Lady of Lourdes, Marian Shrine, University of Notre Dame campus, South Bend, 
Indiana, 1896. Photo: author. 


MISRECOGNIZING MARY 

Despite all these tenaeious elements in the pietorial reeipe, it is remarkable 
that aeeounts of Mary’s apparitions show that the ehildren did not reeognize 
her. As many seholars have noted, when she appeared at La Salette, Lourdes, 
and Fatima she was not immediately identified as the Virgin Mary.^^ Why, in 







view of this iconographical consistency, didn’t the children recognize her at 
once? Clearly, these images are not what they saw. Reeognition is a slower, 
more eomplieated proeess. Consideration of the formative first days of several 
apparitions will make this elear. 

Mélanie Calvat deseribed the appearanee of “a most beautiful lady” on the 
mountain of La Salette in 1846. Over the eourse of several months as they 
reeounted the event, Mélanie and her friend, Maximin, eontinued to puzzle 
over who the figure might have been. Both ehildren had seen her only 
unelearly and inside a bright light. Maximin reported that she was erying and 
that the seated figure had her faee buried in her hands. Upon her first 
appearanee to Bemadette at Lourdes in 1858 and to the ehildren at Fatima in 
the spring of 1917, the figure was also known only as a “lady.” Bemadette 
ealled her “aquero,” a vemaeular pronoun meaning “that one.” Bemadette did 
not know her ñame during several apparitions over a period of two weeks 
until the woman told her “I am the Immaeulate Coneeption.” A tum-of-the- 
eentury joumalistie aeeount summarizes the appearanee on the first two days, 
eonveying Bemadette’s uneertainties for Ameriean readers of a mainstream 
magazine: “Then she glaneed toward the roeks, and was half blinded by a 
great light whieh gathered against the side of a eliff, where an aperture like a 
mde oval window sank into the erag. . . . Bemadette fell to her knees in her 
fright, but kept her eyes on the niehe above the eavem. Little by little in the 
light she diseemed a white form, and she trembled lest this figure should be 
the devil.” The next day, after suffering her parents’ disbelief in the event as 
“ehildish nonsense,” she retumed to the spot against their orders, impelled by 
townsfolk who urged her to go “armed with a bottle of holy water, to aseertain 
whether or not it was the devil she had to deal with.”^^ 

At Fatima, Lueia and Jaeinta referred to the figure they saw as “a beautiful 
Lady,” but did not know her name.^^ The lady had been preeeded over a two- 
year period by other apparitions: by “a person wrapped up in a sheef’ in 1915 
and in the following year by a young male figure, “whiter than snow, 
transparent as erystal when the sun shines through it,” who identified himself 
as an angel.^"^ And it’s not as if the ehildren were unfamiliar with devotional 
imagery of Mary doing miraeulous things. Sister Lueia reealled many years 
later that around 1914 a statue of Our Lady of the Rosary on the altar of her 
parish ehureh had appeared to smile at her.^^ The lady who appeared in the 
summer of 1917 did not tell the ehildren her ñame until the third apparition, 
on July 13. They had intended to keep the entire affair a seeret from the first, 
whieh they might have done, sinee the apparition was only visible or audible 
to the three of them (a feature eommon to virtually all modem Marian 
apparitions). Clearly, the identity was not a foregone eonelusion from the 
beginning, but developed, gradually eongealing in the larger matrix of the 


children’s experience as the afFair became more and more publie and the 
diffieulties for the ehildren mounted into a signifieant erisis. The identity was 
adapted to appearanees as the meaning beeame elear. 

Likewise at Medjugorje, where on June 24, 1981, six ehildren saw what an 
offieial website narrative deseribes as “an ineredibly beautiful young woman 
with a little ehild in her arms.” The ehildren were “surprised and frightened” 
and “afraid to eome near,” though the text States that “they immediately 
thought her to be Our Lady.” But they remained unsure. In the first days, the 
visión oeeasionally aeted erratieally, suddenly leaving and then retuming. 
After two more sequential days of seeing the apparition, they took the adviee 
of some loeal women and, borrowing a page from the aeeount of Bemadette, 
took holy water with them in order “to make sure that it was not Satan.” After 
the figure appeared to them, one of the ehildren, “took the water and splashed 
it in the direetion of the visión, saying Tf you are Our Blessed Mother, please 
stay, and if you are not, go away from us.’ When the figure eonfirmed to 
them who she was, the ehildren were assured. 

Misreeognition seems to be a fundamental feature, even a eommonplaee of 
modem Marian apparitions. But it did not begin there. The motif is found in 
biblieal aeeounts where Christ’s own diseiples failed on mueh more famous 
oeeasions to reeognize him. It is deseribed as having oeeurred several times, 
both before Jesús’s death, when he approaehed his diseiples walking over the 
water in Galilee, and after, when he appeared to the Marys outside of his 
tomb, and when he walked along the road to Emmaus with two followers. The 
Cospel of Matthew relates that one windy night on the Sea of Galilee Jesús 
appeared to his diseiples, “walking on the sea.” When they saw him “they 
were terrified, saying, Tt’s a ghost!’ And they eried out of fear. But 
immediately he spoke to them, saying, ‘Take heart, it is I; have no fear” 
(Matthew 14:25-26). James Tissot pietured the seene, rendering Jesús aglow, 
emanating a speetral aura, as if to aeeount for the diseiples’ misreeognition 
(fig. 47). His radianee, frontal presentation, raised hands, and direet gaze 
reeall the ieonography of Marian apparitions. No doubt early members of the 
Jesús eult faeed a situation eomparable to promoters of new Marian eults: 
how to make the narrative self-authentieating? The ineorporation of 
misreeognition may help demónstrate the later eertainty of the first devotees: 
they approaehed the mysterious event with a skeptieism that resulted in a 
tested reassuranee. They were not looking for Mary or Jesús to appear, who 
did so entirely on their own. As with Jesús’s diseiples, the ehildren’s 
misreeognition of Mary at Fatima and elsewhere serves to underseore the 
unexpeeted nature, and therefore to eonfirm the reliability, of the appearanee. 



FIGURE 47. James Jacques Joseph Tissot, Jesús Walks on the Sea, 1886-94, opaque watercolor over 
graphite, 11 Me x 4 78 inches. Brooklyn Museum. 

As a topos, the disguise of the saered person also serves to engage the 
reader-viewer in the mystery and revelation of saered power. As onlookers, 
believers are taken baek to the moment of mystery, the origin of the 
subsequent eult, and allowed to glimpse its elusive beginnings. Perhaps the 
misreeognition is meant to posit the visual innoeenee of the ehildren. And yet 
it is striking that the popular literature on the Marian apparitions eommonly 
glosses over or even eliminates the episodes of misreeognition. At some point 
in the life of the devotion, perhaps, eertainty seeks a new register, one from 
whieh all doubt has been expelled. For the faithful who seek healings or other 
blessings from a long and offieially reeognized intereessory figure like Our 
Lady of Fatima, the preeise details and the eonfirmatory funetion of the topos 
are simply no longer neeessary. The misreeognition is forgotten and the image 
on devotional eards or the statuary plaeed in grottos beeomes the way Mary 





appeared, clear as day. 

The act of misrecognizing is not just a literary or rhetorical device. It has a 
visual career that is relevant here. It is part of a process of remembering that 
is also a kind of forgetting. As the children remembered the original 
apparition, it congealed into Our Lady, helped along eventually by images. 
The blurry image of a burst of light developed into a pretty, doll-like lady 
perehed in elouds. In time, the devotion forgets that proeess and fixes entirely 
upon the devotional image. One is reminded of a similar aet of forgetting in 
the inspiration of pious artists, who overlook the borrowing that eonstitutes 
the empirieal basis of their visions. Thus, Sallman appears to have ignored or 
forgotten the souree of his image of Jesus.^^ The two proeesses, forgetting 
and misreeognizing, are inversions of one another. Images seem to faeilitate a 
transposition or metamorphosis that is basie to the forms of visual piety under 
diseussion. In the first ease, an image veils or forgets its souree in order to 
produee a strangely eompelling, revelatory, virtually ieonie portrait; in the 
other, the apparition is not reeognized, and is later replaeed by an image that 
effeetively eaneels the misreeognition by beeoming the faithful representation 
of the apparition. This identifieation of image and apparition is sealed when 
the image begins to work miraeles, as in the ease of The Pilgrim Statue of Our 
Lady of Fatima (see figs. 45 and 14).^^ At that point it beeomes important to 
eease to reeite the original eonfusion. 

But the visual eonstruetion of a saered likeness is what interests the student 
of visual eulture, so retraeing the development of devotion to Fatima may 
serve as a ease study. Seholars studying the modem apparitions have noted 
that, generally, the figure of Mary has only subsequently been identified by 
someone other than those who experieneed the apparition, that is, someone 
who did not see her, but wants to seeure her appearanee and meaning in 
relation to the ehureh as institution and authority.^^ This suggests that the 
expeetations and the setting under whieh the ehildren first eneountered their 
apparitions did not provide the interpretive eues that allowed them to see the 
Virgin Mary. It is not really elear what the ehildren saw beeause the visibility 
of the apparition took time to be resolved. It took heetoring parents and 
priests and the intrusión of eivil authorities. It required theologieal paradigms, 
emergent ritual viewings, the fervent response of the loeal eommunity, and 
the determinative intervention of sympathetie elergy for the visibility to take 
shape.^^ The ehildren saw something, perhaps, but as the aeeounts themselves 
make elear, they did not see what we see when we look at the established 
devotional imagery of eaeh apparition. The firm visual bearings of an 
ieonographieal type, the easily reeognizable, universally familiar formula of 
devotional ieonography, is a later arrival, only gradually developing as the 
eommunity of belief sorted out a system of visual eommunieation that would 


make the elusive, ineffable, and idiosyncratic features of an apparition into an 
available protocol of devotion. It is easy, indeed, quite tenable for believers to 
confíate image and apparition. Pious biographers of Sister Lucia, for example, 
take quite for granted that when she referred to the apparition as a “lady” in 
her early written and oral accounts, she meant nothing different than “Our 
Lady,” which was what she said laten But critical analysis, whether it is the 
nonbelieving scholar or the church’s skeptical investigator, must look beneath 
this confíation. The power of religious ways of seeing to hide fault lines and 
evolving narrativos and erase contradictory details must always remain in 
mind, not simply as a form of false consciousness, but as a Creative form of 
thought and practice. Scholars need to see the cloaking or transformative 
effect of images and gazes not merely as forms of deception, but as how 
visual piety works. The misrecognition of Mary, which is later forgotten, 
inverts the procedure observed in cases of artistic inspiration where artists veil 
a source, thus forgetting it. 

Rather than dismiss such instances as disingenuous or nothing more than 
plagiarism, scholars who wish to understand apparitions as forms of visual 
culture should place them in a different interpretive register and recognize 
that religious visión is a form of imagination that relies on the transposition of 
images. The point is to enrich and deepen the understanding of the manner in 
which images collaborate with the imagination and communities of viewers. 
The ritual and theological meaning of the apparition of the Virgin is not clear 
until an image helps clarify or solidify what the children saw, because what 
the Virgin looks like is what she is like, that is, what her meaning and message 
will be. Likeness or visibility is a structure of relations, a way of seeing that is 
a way of feeling. Rather than direct portrayals of what the children saw, the 
images of the apparition are better understood as the devotion’s codifícation 
or fíxing of how to enter into and maintain a devotional relationship with 
Mary. 

What Lucia saw at Fatima evolved from the 1915 manifestation to the 
ángel of 1916 to the lady of May and June 1917 to Our Lady in July, and her 
development did not stop there. Indeed, Our Lady continued to evolve as 
Sister Lucia gradually disclosed through successive memoirs and visions, 
beginning in 1925 and stretching until 1941. But the constancy of images 
served to stabilize the person beneath or behind or within these semantic 
shifts and embellishments. Images anchor a shifting meaning by appearing to 
come after the original event in just the way that a fragment of a circle is 
morphed by the human eye into a complete circle. In other words, seeing 
contributes to what is seen. I made this point in chapter 2 regarding the image 
of the Crucifixión ascribed to Dürer’s infíuence (see fíg. 5): the depiction of 
the event purports to be what happened, but the picture is actually shaped by 


what occurred long after the event portrayed in the woodcut. Likewise, 
images of Our Lady take shape after the event of her appearanee, whieh they 
appear to eapture by making the apparition visually aeeessible. More aeeurate 
perhaps would be to say that apparitions or visions oeeur within the stream of 
images, whieh is already there, moving through the minds of viewers as the 
wherewithal for seeing what they want very mueh to see. And so Our Lady 
appears to them in the body of an image, a faithful event, surely, an aet of 
visual piety. A good example of this is the statue (see fig. 45) that travels 
around the world as the offieial Pilgrim Statue of Our Lady of Fatima, whieh 
was not earved until 1947, when it was pronouneed by Sister Lueia to be the 
image that most resembles what she saw in 1917. The reeiproeal gaze that 
weleomes devout viewers when they eneounter the statue obliterates the 
uneertainty of the original phenomenon, planting the new image in the 
viewer’s imagination sueh that Our Lady as she appeared to ehildren at 
Fatima appears now in the statue. 

In addition to this kind of image-apparition relation, there is another large 
eategory of visual appearanee, a different mode of apparition, one that inverts 
the role of the image just outlined. On some oeeasions it is the image that 
eomes first—as a pieture of Jesús in a forkful of spaghetti, in the suds of a 
beer glass, or on a tortilla. Even if these are no more than mere stunts, the 
manner in whieh they mateh figure to pieture makes my point. Eaeh involves 
the resolution of “visual noise,” that is, the interpretation of marking as a 
reeognizable pattem. More seriously, the figure of the Virgin on buildings is 
what it is preeisely beeause it evokes the image believers already knew and is 
apprehended by a faith that weleomes the likeness (fig. 48). The differenee 
between the two kinds of apparitions is that the seeond type is not a private 
revelation, an appearanee limited to a single person—reeall that at Fatima, in 
the presenee of hundreds, even thousands, it was only Lueia and Jaeinta who 
saw Our Lady and Franeiseo who heard her. In the seeond kind of apparition, 
Our Lady manifests herself very publiely as an image in sueh eommon 
objeets as a wall, a tree, or food. In these instanees one reeognizes the figure 
as Marian by diseeming its similarity to one or more models in the lexieon of 
familiar images. The viewer must reeognize a mateh, a eorrespondenee to a 
prevailing prototype, otherwise the apparition does not oeeur. It is a matter of 
diseovery, of seeing what was not there, what others may still not see, what 
must be sought for and onee reeognized is unforgettable. Devout viewers do 
not resolve the likeness by gradually settling on a visual type to represent it, 
but begin with the visual faet of the image and proeeed to determine what it 
means by asking why the Virgin has appeared at this time, in this plaee? The 
response, if it’s a religiously eamest one and not only an entertaining 
speetaele, involves a material appropriation of the image, a devotional 


recontextualization of the site. As news about the apparition circulates, 
pilgrims begin to visit and transform the site, surrounding and framing the 
images with eandles, votive offerings, and other images. An improvised 
arehiteeture of enshrinement emerges, at first perhaps eomposed prineipally 
of human bodies, whieh gather about the image and transform it into a 
speetaele by virtue of a eoneerted gaze as well as by the many things they 
deposit before the image. As a result, the developing gestalt of the apparition 
is fixed and its meaning aseertained by the testimonies and sharing of stories 
among pilgrims. 

Another instanee, available on the internet, is the postmortem appearanee 
of Pope John Paul II in a photograph of a bonfire in Poland, whieh was 
bumed to mark the seeond anniversary of the pontiff’s death in 2007.^^ The 
fiery image makes us keenly aware of the importanee of visual media. The 
apparition eould not exist without being a photograph. Who eould have 
glimpsed the effigy by staring into the roaring ñames of a bonñre? In faet, the 
Polish man who snapped several photographs of the eommemorative bonñre 
was quoted as saying, “It was only afterwards when I got home and looked at 
the pietures that I realized I had something.”^^ John Paul II did not beeome 
visible in the aetual and very narrow ñieker of time that the shape of ñame 
existed. His apparition only eame to exist in the photograph, whieh eaptured 
an instant seen from one angle and made it into an enduring gestalt with a 
meaning, a sign bearing an intention for faithful viewers. The photographer 
found warrants to bolster his pereeption. The bonñre was intended, after all, 
as a remembranee of the Holy Father by his eountrymen. Furthermore, when 
the photographer showed the pieture to a loeal bishop (showing not all of the 
pietures he took—only the one with the image in it), the bishop told him that 
John Paul II had “made many pilgrimages during his life and he was still 
making them in his death.” The devout reeognize in the frozen eontour of the 
ñame the resemblanee of a familiar image. Press aeeounts of the apparition 
paired the bonñre ñame with a photograph of the pontiff near the end of his 
life, seen from an angle that bore elose resemblanee to the efñgy in ñame. 
Onee the two images are seen together, the seeond retrospeetively tailors the 
bonñre snapshot until devout viewers ean see nothing else. The identiñeation 
of ñame and pontiff erases the faet that the image of the pope is the reality to 
whieh the photo appears to añude. 



FIGURE 48. Guss Wilder III, Appearance of Madonna image on the window panes of a corporate office 
building, Clearwater, Florida, 1996. Courtesy of Guss Wilder III and Gary Posner. 


THE MATTER OF VISION 

The role of the materiality of the médium is key to understanding the visual 
eulture of apparitions. This has also been studied in the use of Polaroid 
photography in pilgrimages to Marian apparition sites (fig. 49).^^ In the 
imagery that has emerged from visual praetiees using Polaroids at shrines and 
plaees where Mary eontinues to show herself, two uses of photographs have 
beeome prominent: images that are understood to doeument her appearanee, 
and images that serve as oeeasions for divination, registering her messages for 
the faithful in a visual eode. In the first ease, Mary’s appearanee is eommonly 
assoeiated with the sun, a brilliant burst of light that eonfirms her presenee, 
not often by limning her figure, but announeing her appearanee in a blaze of 









light. Such photographs allow the devout to see her glory and particípate in 
the message preached by the visionaries who first glimpsed her appearanee 
and who now eontinue to reeeive her messages and share them with the 
eommunity that gathers at the site.^"^ 

In the other instanee of apparition imagery, the visual médium is a system 
of eoded diselosure, eonveying saered information revealed to those with the 
faith neeessary to reeeive it. Auras, refleetions, glints, and all the visual 
disturbanee or noise produeed by as luminous or ehemieal effeets in Polaroid 
photography are regarded by the faithful as forms of heavenly 
eommunieation.^^ As in any divination praetiee, ehanee plays an irredueible 
role in this proeess. By removing human intentionality from the produetion of 
marks, the element of randomness opens the door to supematural eausation. 
Beeause diseonfirmation is impossible, all that is required is the need to find 
the hand of God at work in one’s life. The speeifie intention of God is 
determined by interpreting the marks aeeording to a flexible lexieon of 
symbols that read the marks as a hermetie eode. The prineiple is not unlike 
the visual suggestion of tarot eards.^^ Naturally, this eode is all the more 
telling when applied by those motivated by the desire and propelled by the 
predisposition to tailor a message to their own situation, that is, to enter into 
personal eommunieation with the divine.^^ 

The internet is very helpfül as a médium beeause origins are quiekly 
forgotten and a vast reservoir of images is easily aeeessible. The eireulation of 
images and aneedotes faeilitates new narrativos. Fragments invite 
reeontextualization and the internet provides an endless transmission of 
aneedotes. But this is only half of the proeess. The internet not only eireulates 
fragments, it ereates new eontexts for redeploying them in narrativos and 
praetiees, as well as for maintaining extended relationships among devotees. 
Chat rooms, email lists, and websites operated by religious groups, sueh as 
those investigated by Paolo Apolito in his study of Catholie visionary virtual 
eommunities, install imagery in the apparatus of apoealyptie or millennial 
beliefs, applying revelation and apparition to world events or moral erises, 
and to intemational eampaigns that promote the eause of beatifying or 
eanonizing new saints.^^ 



FIGURE 49. Matt Gainer. Followers of María Paula Acuña share Polaroid photographs, Mojave Desert, 
June 13, 2006, color photograph. Courtesy of Matt Gainer. 


The power of images to appear just about anywhere assures believers of 
their veracity. It happens all the time, in a proeess that is traeeable, for 
example, from the diseovery of a eross buried in the wreekage at Ground Zero 
to its delineation and final installment as an enduring monument. Why find a 
eross buried in tons of wreekage (fig. 50)? Finding the eross may have 
eompensated for not finding any survivors, and its diseovery was also 
motivated by the need to reeover a religious framework in whieh to see the 
suffering and loss. This is why the eross appeared, why it beeame visible, and 
why its visibility underwent sueeessive degrees of elarifieation, eulminating 
in the ereetion of the eross on a eonerete pedestal as a monument at Ground 
Zero.^^ This was a proeess of formalization that direetly parallels the 
formation of shrines at spontaneous apparition sites, rendering them less 
spontaneous by ehanging the mark into an unambivalent epiphany. With the 
Marian apparitions the images eome later, sometimes deeades later, to tailor 
the distant event to the devotion of the millions. In the ease of image- 
apparitions, the visual miraele eomes first, embodying the saered event itself 
Yet it is important to reeognize the larger family resemblanee of the two kinds 
of apparition: in both instanees, the images ereate an interfaee with a saered 
manifestation. In eaeh ease, the enduring funetion of imagery is to establish a 
form of address that is oeeasioned by a situation that requires interpretation, 
an opening that beseeehes a responso from the devout. The inquiry, in tum, is 
eonverted into a visual invitation for engagement. 









FIGURE 50. Cross, Ground Zero, Manhattan, New York, 2008. Photo by Jolyon Mitchell. 

Apparitions of both kinds—^which may be called intemal and extemal— 
occur where there is a confluence of need, desire, precedent, belief, and the 
accommodating visual noise of a médium. I do not propose to observe a 
strong distinetion between intemal and extemal apparitions, beeause whatever 
the triggering phenomenon may be—an involuntary museular twiteh around 
the eye, a blob of ehemistry in a Polaroid, or the dazzling aura of Mary herself 
—it requires an apparatus of interpretive responso to beeome visible. Of 
greater interest are the visual operations of these two modes of apparition: in 
the extemal ease, the image is the very médium of an apparition, and invites 
an interpretation; and, in the opposite way, the image is the end point of a 
seareh for interpreting an original, intemal experienee. In the first instanee, 
the image holds an interpretive lens on the present, moving the devout to ask 
why the image has appeared, what does Mary intend with her sudden visual 
appearanee. In the latter ease, an image punetuates a quest, lending it fmality. 












capping the interpretative search with an abiding answer. In that case, once 
the devout possess the ofFicial image of Our Lady, they no longer search for 
the object of devotion: they have found it. So the image might be said to 
fiilfill, but also in some sense to erase, the quest for meaning. The image 
stabilizes the original ambivalence of the apparition by helping to forget that 
the ambivalence ever existed. The perfected (visually resolved and 
devotionally programmed) visibility of the statue or holy card image entirely 
replaces the irregularity, indetermination, idiosyncrasy, and virtual invisibility 
of the original apparition. It does this in the same way that the original 
accounts of the apparitions at Fatima, for example, have been reremembered 
by the later memoirs, which have replaced the mysterious figure with Our 
Lady of Fatima. Accordingly, the popular tracts on Fatima inelude little or no 
indication that there was ever any doubt about the Virgin’s identity. 

When Warner Sallman was asked in 1961, twenty years after his well-known 
painting//eaJ of Christ had appeared, if he had based it on Lhermitte’s 1892 
painting (see fig. 44), he conceded that he had seen the French image before 
he conceived of the early versión of the picture in 1924. But Sallman would 
not admit to the plagiarism that some critics had charged him with. “I don’t 
wonder that people say the [Lhermitte] painting infiuenced my drawing,” he 
commented. “Isn’t everything we create a composite of what we have 
subconsciously stored through the years?”^^ Zeuxis and Raphael are both said 
to have explained their creation of ideal beauty as composite integrations of 
discreto images."^^ So why not Sallman? And if invoking the mechanism of 
unconscious infiuence can help, all the better. What makes his picture appear 
authentic to many people is the way it subsumes the centuries-old practice of 
portraying Jesús with a solemn expression, slender face, long brown hair, 
large blue eyes, and a demeanor that is dutifully submissive to his father’s 
will. Sallman updated this physiognomy for his contemporaries, who 
commonly responded to this image the way other Christians do to images of 
Mary and the saints, that is, by recognizing him. The picture looks like Jesús 
for many viewers because it shows them an image of what they already 
thought he was like. And how did they know he was like that? From the dense 
archive of images they had already seen and condensed in their minds into a 
collective representation that Sallman instantiated in his picture. The 
strangest, most transcendent realities have a way of becoming the most 
familiar. The power of recognition is the power of seeing what you always 
knew as if you were seeing it for the first time. As one person put it, looking 
at Sallman’s picture of Jesús: “there he is . . . in person.”"^^ Or as another told 
me, he TI know the Lord when he arrives among the crowds of heaven 
because he’s already seen his picture. 
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The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, trans. Talcott Parsons (London: Routledge, 2001), 
111. For a countervailing view of the body among the early Protestant reformers, see David Tripp, “The 
Image of the Body in the Formative Phases of the Protestant Reformation,” in Religión and the Body, 
ed. Sarah Coakiey (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997), 131-52; and Margare! R. Miles, “ 
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Redemption: Theology for a Worldly Church (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007). 

24. Marcel Mauss, “Techniques of the Body,” Fconomy and Society 2 (1973): 70-88. The essay was 
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University of Chicago Press, 1995), 133-70. 
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CHAPTER 8 

1. Colum Hourihane, ed., Looking Beyond: Visions, Dreams, and Insights in Medieval Art and 
History. Index of Christian Art, Occasional Papers, 11 (Princeton: Index of Christian Art, Department of 
Art and Archaeology, Princeton University in association with Penn State University Press, 2010); 
Jeremy Biles, “Out of This World: The Materiality of the Beyond,” in Religión and Material Culture: 
The Matter ofBelief ed. David Morgan (London: Routledge, 2010), 135-52; William A. Christian Jr. 
and Gábor Klaniczay, eds., The “Vision Thing.” Studying Divine Intervention. Workshop Series 18 
(Budapest: Collegium Budapest Institute for Advanced Study, 2009); Bemd Huppauf and Christoph 
Wulf, eds., Dynamics and Performativity of Imagination: The Image between the Visible and the 
Invisible (New York: Routledge, 2009), esp. 25-75; Hans Belting, Das echte Bild: Bildfragen ais 
Glaubensfragen (Munich: C. H. Beck, 2005), 120-32; Hans Belting, “Image, Médium, Body: A New 
Approach to Iconology,” Critical Inquiry 31 (Winter 2005): 302-15; Hans Belting, Bild-Anthropologie: 
Entwürfe für eine Bildwissenschaft (Munich: Wilhelm Fink Verlag, 2001); Marc Augé, The War oj 
Dreams: Exercises in Ethno-Fiction, trans. Liz Heran (Sterling, VA: Pluto Press, 1999). 

2. Belting, “Image, Médium, Body,” 304. 

3. W. J. T. Mitchell, What Do Pictures Want? The Lives and Loves of Images (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 2005), 85. 

4. “Tiny Picture of Christ Weeps Tears of Blood,” National Enquirer, August 21, 1979. 

5. For still imagery from the video see David Morgan, “Image, Art, and Inspiration in Modem 
Apparitions,” in Hourihane, Looking Beyond, 266. 

6. For a collection of images exhibiting miraculous powers from the Middle Ages to the presen!, see 
Joan Carroll Cruz, Miraculous Images of Our Lord: Famous Catholic Statues, Portraits, and Crucifixes 
(Rock Island, IL: TAN Books, 1995). 

7. On medieval treatments of acheiropoieta, or images made without human hands, see Hans Belting, 
Likeness and Presence: A History of the Image befare the Era of Art, trans. Edmund Jephcott (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1994), 62-69; James Trilling, “The Image Not Made By Hands and the 
Byzantine Way of Seeing,” 109-27, in The Holy Face and the Paradox of Representation, ed. Herbert 
L. Kessler and Gerhard Wolf, Villa Spelman Colloquia, vol. 6 (Rome: Nuova Alfa Editoriale, 1998); 
and Herbert L. Kessler, Spiritual Seeing: Picturing God’s Invisibility in Medieval Art (Philadelphia: 
University of Peimsylvania Press, 2000), 64-87. For studies of modem apparitions see William A. 
Christian, Jr., Person and God in a Spanish Valley, rev. ed. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
1989); and Lisa M. Bitel, “Scenes from a Cult in the Making: Lady of the Rock, 2008,” in Hourihane, 
Looking Beyond, 283-92, with photographs by Matt Gainer; and additional Ítems cited below. For a 
modem acheiropoieton, see Anna Niedzwiedz, The Image and the Figure: Our Lady of Czestochowa in 
Polish Culture and Popular Religión (Krakow: Jagiellonian University Press, 2010). 


8. Even the use of the dream, inspired by an image, is a motif to be found in the Middle Ages, see 
Emst Kitzinger, “The Cult of Images in the Age before Iconoclasm,” Dumbarton Oaks Papers, vol. 8 
(1954), 108. Thanks to Cynthia Hahn for this reference. Hahn has written a very helpful overview of 
visión as concept and practice in the Middle Ages, “Vision,” in A Companion to Medieval Art, ed. 
Conrad Rudolph (Oxford: Blackwell, 2006), 44-65. 

9. I do not wish to sweep aside the many differences between modem and premodem eras, only to 
refute the typically Modemist insistence on radical breaks. William Christian concluded in his major 
early study of Catholicism in Spain over several centuries that two world views had come to coexist: the 
older piety devoted to shrine imagery and the newer generalized devotionalism. The former focused on 
local intercessors who had power over nature; the latter, such as the modem apparitions of Mary, were 
intercessors between human and divine, see Christian, Person and God in a Spanish Valley, 182; also 
44-78. An even more modem model, reflecting the perspective of the Second Vatican Council, was also 
insightfully described by Christian. Christian’s view was afifirmed by Victor Tumer and Edith L. B. 
Tumer in their study of Marian apparitions and pilgrimages, Image and Pilgrimage in Christian 
Culture: Anthropological Perspectives (New York: Colombia University Press, 1978), 206-7. 

10. Wiüielm Heinrich Wackenroder, Confessions and Fantasies, trans. Mary Hurst Schubert 
(University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1971), 84. Wackenroder, Herzensergiessungen 
eines kunstliebenden Klosterbruders, in Wackenroder, Sámmtliche Schriften, ed. Curt Grützmacher and 
Sybille Claus (Berlin: Rowohlt, 1968), 13-14: 

Einst, in der Nacht, da er, wie es i hm schon oft geschehen sei, im Traume zur Jungffau gebetet habe, sei 
er, heftig bedrangt, auf einmal aus dem Schlafe aufgefahren. In der fmsteren Nacht sei sein Auge von 
einem hellen Schein an der Wand, seinem Lager gegenüber, angezogen worden, und da er recht 
zugesehen, so sei er gewahr geworden, dal3 sein Bild der Madoima, das, noch unvollendet, an der Wand 
gehangen, von dem mildesten Lichtstrahle, und ein ganz vollkommenes und wirklich lebendiges Bild 
geworden sei. Die Gottlichkeit in diesem Bilde habe ihn so überwaltigt, daB er in helle Tranen 
ausgebrochen sei. Es habe ihn mit den Augen auf cine unbeschreiblich rührende Weise angesehen, und 
habe in jedem Augenblick geschienen, ais wolle es sich bewegen; und es habe ihn gedünkt, ais bewege 
es sich auch wirklich . . . Am anderen Morgen sei er wie neugeboren aufgestanden; die Erscheinung sei 
seinem Gemüt und seinen Sinnen auf ewig fest eingepragt geblieben, und nun sei es ihm gelungen, die 
Mutter Gottes immer so, wie sie seiner Seele vorgeschwebt habe, abzubilden . .. 

11. On Wackenroder’s artistic spirituality, see Moshe Barasch, Modern Theories of Art, 1: From 
Winckelmann to Baudelaire (New York: New York University Press, 1990), 293-304; on Wackenroder, 
Pietism, and the heart, see Mary Hurst Schubert, introduction to Wackenroder, Confessions and 
Fantasies, 29-30, 44-52; on the visual history of the Sacred Heart, David Morgan, The Sacred Heart oj 
Jesús: The Visual Evolution of a Devotion, Meertens Ethnology Cahier 4 (Amsterdam: Amsterdam 
University Press, 2008); a study of the heart as a theological and devotional motif in early modem 
Europe is Bemhard F. Scholz, “Religious Meditations on the Heart: Three Seventeenth Century 
Variants,” in The Arts and the Cultural Heritage of Martin Luther, ed. Eyolf Ostrem, Jens Fleischer, and 
Nils Holder Petersen (Copenhagen: Museum Tusculanum Press, University of Copenhagen, 2003), 99- 
135. A history of conceptions of the imagination from the early modem period to Romanticism is James 
Engell, The Creative Imagination: Enlightenment to Romanticism (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 
Press, 1981). 

12. Major studies are, of course, David Freedberg, The Power of Images: Studies in the History and 
Theory of Responso (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1989); and William A. Christian, Jr., 
Apparitions in Late Medieval and Renaissance Spain (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1981) and 
Ídem, Moving Crucifixes in Modern Spain (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1992). 

13. See Judith F. Dolkart, ed.. James Tissot: The Life of Christ, exhibition catalogue (London: 
Merrell Publishers and Brooklyn Museum, 2009). 

14. Cleveland Moffett, “J. J. Tissot and His Paintings of the Life of Christ,” McClure’s Magazine, 
vol. 7, no. 5 (March 1899X 394. 

15. See Petra ten-Doesschate Chu, “Lecoq de Boisbaudran and Memory Drawing: A Teaching 
Course between Idealism and Naturalism,” in The European Realist Tradition, ed. Gabriel P. Weisberg 
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1982), 242-89. 


16. See Freedberg, Power of Images, 309-10, for discussion of self-transporting images. 

17. Sylvia E. Peterson, The Ministry of Christian Art: A Story of Artist Warner Sallman and His 
Famous Religious Pictures (Indianapolis: Kriebel and Bates, 1947), 1. I have discussed numerous 
variations on Sallman’s account in David Morgan, “ ‘Would Jesús Have Sat for a Portrait?’ The 
Likeness of Christ in the Popular Reception of Sallman’s Art,” in Icons of American Protestantism: The 
Art of Warner Sallman, ed. David Morgan (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1996), 184-87. 

18. For Sallman’s discussion of the image’s source, Léon Lhermitte’s The Friend of the Humble, 
1892, an oil painting now in the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, which was reproduced in Ladies ’ Home 
Journal, vol. 39, December 1922, 20, see Margare! Anderson, “His Subject Shaped His Life,” War Cry 
(December 9, 1961), 7-8, 10. I have discussed the issue in “Warner Sallman and the Visual Culture of 
American Protestantism,” in Morgan, Icons of American Protestantism, 30-31. 

19. In her fascinating study of Elvis fans and their visual culture, Erika Doss noted that “Elvis fans 
continually revitalize his popularity, reworking, reimagining, and reinventing Elvis to mesh with their 
personal and social preferences,” Elvis Culture: Fans, Faith, and Image (Lawrence, KS: University 
Press of Kansas, 1999), 31. 

20. The preeminent exception to this is the seated figure of La Salette, yet in this case misrecognition 
may have resulted from several imusual features of Our Lady: seated, face in hands, weeping. 

21. See, for example, Sandra L. Zimdars-Swartz, Encountering Mary: Visions of Mary from La 
Salette to Medjugorje (New York: Avon, 1992), 47-51, 68-77; and Michael P. Carroll, The Cult of the 
Virgin Mary: Psychological Origins (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1986), 173-81; idem, “The 
Virgin at La Salette and Lourdes: Whom Did the Children See?” Journal of the Scientiflc Study oj 
Religión 24, no. 1 (1985): 56-74; and Tumer and Tumer, Image and Pilgrimage, 214-26. For a parallel 
analysis of visions of Jesús, see William A. Christian, Jr., “The Eyes of the Beholders: Systematic 
Variation in Visions of the Christ of Limpias in Northern Spain, 1919-1936,” in Christian and 
Klaniczay, The “Vision Thing,” 65-81. 

22. Clifton Johnson, “A Town of Modem Miracles,” The Outlook 65 (July 7, 1900), 564. 

23. Fr. Louis Kondor, S.V.D., ed. Fatima in Lucias Own Words, trans. Dominican Nuns of Perpetual 
Rosary (Fatima: Postulation Centre, 1976), 28. 

24. Ibid., 59, 62. 

25. Ibid., 55. 

26. “A Short History of Our Lady’s apparitions in Medjugorje,” at 
http://www.medjugorje.ws/en/apparitions/. 

27. Sallman’s is by no means the only occasion on which a pious creator of an image of Jesús forgot 
the visual source of his visión and its pictorial representation. The same kind of apparently forgotten 
borrowing occurred when a young man named Mark Cannon, injured in an accident and fallen into 
despair, produced a drawing of Jesús that was clearly indebted to a well-known film still of Christ from 
Franco Zefifirelli’s 1977 made-for-television film, Jesús ofNazareth. But the website offering copies of 
Cannon’s drawing for sale makes no mention of the debt, constructing the following account of the 
drawing’s divine origin instead: “Four hours of intense efifort slipped by in a moment. He felt his heart 
open, when suddenly he was staring into the eyes of Jesús Christ—eyes which he had drawn with his 
pencil, and which now drew him into their power of His love. It was as if He himself had guided his 
hand and allowed him to see with his own eyes, and feel with his heart, the true significance of His 
sacrifice.” http://www.crownofthomsprints.com/testimony.htm. 

28. I have discussed this statue in particular, David Morgan, “Aura and the Inversión of Marian 
Pilgrimage: Fatima and Her Statues,” in Moved by Mary: Pilgrimage in the Modern World, ed. An na- 
Karina Hermkens, Willy Jansen, and Catrien Notermans (Oxford: Ashgate, 2009), 49-65. 

29. Zimdars-Swartz, Encountering Mary, 32; Carroll, Cult of the Virgin Mary, 148-72. 

30. The powerful role of authorities of different kinds in shaping the discourse and imagery of 
apparitions recalls in at least one way the powerful infiuence of pólice, prosecutors, and other legal 
authorities in shaping what eyewitnesses report. This has been studied as a forensic phenomenon 


regarding visual evidence, for example, David F. Hall, Elizabeth F. Loftus, and James P. Tousignant, 
“Postevent Information and Changes in Recollection for a Natural Event,” in Eyewitness Testimony: 
Psychological Perspectives, ed. Gary L. Wells and Elizabeth F. Loftus (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1984), 124^1. The coercive influence of authorities also has been argued to exert 
catastrophic efifects in distorting and prompting the testimony of children in instances of alleged sexual 
abuse. See, for instance. Lona Maiming, “Nightmare at the Day Care: The Wee Care Case,” Crime 
Magazine: An Encyclopedia of Crime, online at www.crimemagazine.com/daycare.htm (accessed 
March 17, 2008). Yet I do not wish to suggest a direct parallel to apparitional visual piety, since doing 
so would incline us to read apparitions as examples of pathology. A more constructive approach will not 
ignore instances of delusion when they occur, but neither will it presume that religious visions are 
merely delusional or that adherence to them by devotees is no more than a form of deception. 

31. For the imagery, see http://images.google.com/images? 

hl=en&q=john+paul+II+in+fire+image&um=l&ie=UTF-8 (accessed March 2, 2008). 

32. See: http://www.dailymail.co.uk/pages/live/articles/news/worldnews.html? 

in_article_id=487764&in_page_id=1811 (accessed March 2, 2008). 

33. Daniel Wojcik, “ ‘Polaroids from Heaven’: Photography, FoUc Religión, and the Miraculous 
Image Tradition at a Marian Apparition Site,” Journal of American Eolklore 109, no. 432 (Spring 
1996): 129^8. For images, messages, and the Flushing Meadows, Queens, New York, apparition site’s 
ofificial webpage, see http://ourladyoftheroses.org/images or http://www.tldm.org/photos/olbysky.htm 
(accessed March 2, 2008). 

34. Historian Lisa Bitel and photographer Matt Gainer are studying the photographic response of 
pilgrims at an apparition site known as Virgin of the Rocks in the Mojave Desert. Maria Paula Acuña 
leads devout response to the ongoing apparitions on the thirteenth of each month. Bitel and Gainer 
presented their project at “Looking Beyond, Visions, Dreams, and Insights in Medieval Art and 
History,” held at the Index of Christian Art, Princeton University, March 14, 2008; see Bitel, “Scenes 
from a Cult in the Making.” 

35. Wojcik, “Polaroids from Heaven,” 132-34. 

36. I have discussed the visual operation of tarot in The Ture of Images: A History of Religión and 
Visual Media in America (London: Routledge, 2007), 251-52. 

37. Wojcik, “Polaroids from Heaven,” 133-35, stresses divination in his study of a Marian group in 
New York. I have examined visual divination of symbols embedded in a popular picture of Jesús in 
Visual Piety: A History and Theory of Popular Religious Images (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 1998), 124-43. The same occurs in images of a Sufi sheikh. Alien Roberts and Polly Nooter 
Roberts, A Saint in the City: Sufi Arts of Urban Senegal (Los Angeles: UCLA Fowler Museum of 
Cultural History, 2003), 52-59; and in the photograph of a Hasidic rebbe, Maya Balakirsky Katz, The 
Visual Culture of Chabad (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 98. 

38. Paolo Apolito, The Internet and the Madonna: Religious Visionary Experience on the Web, trans. 
Antony Shugaar (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2005). 

39. For images of the cross and discussion of its formation, discovery, and interpretation with 

múltiple links, see “World Trade Center Cross” at 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/World_Trade_Center_Cross (accessed April 2, 2008). 

40. Anderson, “His Subject Shaped His Life,” 8. 

41 . Discussed in Morgan, Visual Piety, 40. 

42. Quoted in Morgan, Visual Piety, 35. I discussed in this book what I called “the psychology of 
recognition” as a key aspect of popular visual piety, 34-50. 
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